A Historical Narrative of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee\u27s Freedom Schools and their Legacy for Contemporary Youth Leadership Development Programming by Etienne, Leslie K.
Antioch University 
AURA - Antioch University Repository and Archive 
Dissertations & Theses Student & Alumni Scholarship, including Dissertations & Theses 
2012 
A Historical Narrative of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee's Freedom Schools and their Legacy for Contemporary 
Youth Leadership Development Programming 
Leslie K. Etienne 
Antioch University - PhD Program in Leadership and Change 
Follow this and additional works at: https://aura.antioch.edu/etds 
 Part of the African American Studies Commons, American Studies Commons, Educational Methods 
Commons, Race and Ethnicity Commons, and the United States History Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Etienne, L. K. (2012). A Historical Narrative of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee's Freedom 
Schools and their Legacy for Contemporary Youth Leadership Development Programming. 
https://aura.antioch.edu/etds/6 
This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Student & Alumni Scholarship, including 
Dissertations & Theses at AURA - Antioch University Repository and Archive. It has been accepted for inclusion in 
Dissertations & Theses by an authorized administrator of AURA - Antioch University Repository and Archive. For 
















A HISTORICAL NARRATIVE OF THE STUDENT NONVIOLENT 
COORDINATING COMMITTEE’S FREEDOM SCHOOLS AND THEIR LEGACY 









LESLIE K. ETIENNE 
 
A DISSERTATION 
Submitted to the Ph.D. in Leadership and Change Program 
of Antioch University 
in partial fulfillment  
of the requirements for the degree of  


























Copyright 2012 Leslie K. Etienne 











A HISTORICAL NARRATIVE OF THE STUDENT NONVIOLENT 
COORDINATING COMMITTEE’S FREEDOM SCHOOLS AND THEIR LEGACY 
FOR CONTEMPORARY YOUTH LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 
 
 
prepared by  
Leslie K. Etienne 
 
is approved in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of 
Philosophy in Leadership and Change.  
 
Approved by:  
 
____________________________________________________________________ 













































This entire process has involved some of the greatest friends and family that a 
man can ever have. So it is with this in mind that I thank the following groups and 
individuals. Dr. Matt Smith for telling me to “turn that application in,” the faculty and 
staff of Antioch University Ph.D. in Leadership and Change, and most notably my 
advisor Philomena Essed, who has been my rock of Gibraltar throughout my time in the 
program; Dr. Carolyn Kenny for making the first year a real experience and remaining a 
stalwart supporter and wise, kind, mentor; Dr. Jon Wergin for saying on the first day of 
our first Yellow Springs residency that “this isn’t a cruel joke, you are all meant to be 
here”; and Dr. Stewart Burns for chairing my committee without even knowing me, and 
being a role model, friend, and father figure. I would also like to thank Dr. Carter Savage 
for sticking with me throughout my final Antioch years, and my Chapter brother Dr. 
Joseph L. Jones for always answering the phone when I needed advice. Further, I want to 
thank Drs. Sabrina and Gus Jordan for always supporting and encouraging my Ph.D. 
journey. Big thanks to the Omega Psi Phi Fraternity Inc. Pi Sigma (my home, RT bruhs 
for life) and Tau (my adopted home) for producing some of the most dynamic and 
influential men that I am proud to know. Alonzo and Cory I appreciate you both more 
than you will ever know. Also thanks to my LB’s Marvin Allen and Ben Walker for 
kicking off the fundraising efforts, and all of the bruhs that donated precious funds for my 
tuition, I could not have made it here without you. My other countless wonderful friends 
like Rod Austin, Courtney Williams, and Bianca Brown, I am very thankful for your 
ability to help me stay grounded. Thanks also to my academic foundations, from Dayton 





University, and Troy University as well as all of my classmates and teachers from these 
places. Many thanks are also due to Peace Corps and the members of GUY 3, with whom 
I served in Guyana, South America, thank you for helping me shape a sense of purpose in 
the world and my dear old friend from those days, Mike Kim, one of most genuine people 
I have ever known. For my siblings, Florence, Denise, and Andre, I have always strived 
to be the person you all worked so hard to make me. I hope that you are proud and I love 
you dearly. The McGill Family, the Highlander Research and Education Center and 
especially Tufara Waller Mohammed for being a great friend and supporter (Ninjas for 
life!), Susan Williams for giving me access to the archives!!!, Pam McMichael for 
“putting that tractor in rode gear!” and Elandria Williams for giving me the honor of 
working in the Seeds of Fire Camp. Thanks to all of the Etienne family and cousins Ernie 
Nicolas, Linda, and Edwarde, you all are the greatest, also to cousins Brian Alleyne, and 
Princley Dorfuille. Special thanks to my Auntie Maureen Alleyne for welcoming me into 
a family I never had the chance to know. Much love always to Solonia, Natalie, Nicole 
Bien Aime, and Montinique Watts. To all of the folks at International Community 
School, most notably, Dr. Laurent Ditmann, Erick Muhumuza, Ann McKenzie, Brandon 
“Merlin” Davis, Peg Geronimo, Bill and Mary Moon, Edna Wright, my dear dear sisters 
Nicole Tendon and Yung Hee Kim all the kids!!!! and all of the after school family at 
ICS. Thanks to my favorite writers, Gillian Lee Fong, Rollie Gray, and Eddie Mutabazi.  
Special thanks is also given to my editor and brother Chris Watkins. Further, to my 
“House of Mirrors” crew, J and Malik who have helped me through my entire graduate 
school experience since 2003. Tia Harmon, a fellow sufferer. GREAT BIG THANKS to: 





Lester Lowery, Archie Nimmer, Sherry Forbes, Butch and Jennifer Allen, Bryant K. 
Smith, My ace dog Tony Peevy, Greg “Tap” Lawson (together we form Captain Terrible 
and Incredibly Ridiculous), Jeremy “DJ Buzzkill” Clark, My ADP Ed McClain, Demetric 
“Big Chopps” Howard, My DP John McAllistar, Lamaw Aaron, Everette James, Gary 
Townsend, Tahisha Edwards (Who doesn’t let me get away with anything!), Manny 
Borges, Terance Madden Esq., Angus Wilson, Timon Edwards, Nick  and Joy Adeleke, 
Johnny George, M.D., L.P. Green, Kelvin Hall, John Varner, Reggie Harris, Capt. Adrian 
C. Nickeyson, DJ McCord,  and Lamont Geddis. Also love to my Mother, Beatrice 
Etienne. Lawrence Neville Henry. The many mentors in my life past and present Coach 
Marvin Miles, Sheldon Powe, William Vaughn, Vernon Lane, Deanna Lilly, Arlene 
Parker Goldson, Bobby King, Dr. Melvina King, Dr. Walter Fluker, Dr. Loretta 
Davenport, and Ruby Burgess. To Carlton Ford, whose light was dimmed far too early, I 
will always miss you brother, RIP. Finally to all the kids I have had the great pleasure of 
coming in contact with, thank you for inspiring me. Also thanks to my “children,” Brenda 
Narvaez, Bashir Jaden, and Jamal Spearmen, all of whom I am very proud to know. 
There are likely a great many people that I have missed here, but please know that I am 











During what became known as the Mississippi Freedom Summer of 1964, the 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) established alternative temporary 
summer “Freedom Schools” in communities throughout the state. SNCC was a civil 
rights organization led by young, mostly African American college students and ex-
students that worked against racial discrimination during the Civil Rights Movement. In 
1963, they were poised to lead Freedom Summer, a massive effort that aimed to 
transform the brutal white dominated power structure of Mississippi, a stronghold of 
extremely violent southern racism. During the planning for Freedom Summer, SNCC 
field secretary Charles Cobb suggested that the summer project add Freedom Schools as 
a component for Mississippi’s underserved black youth to go along with the mass voter 
rights and anti-discrimination efforts being planned. The unique aspect of the Freedom 
Schools would be that the curriculum went beyond the traditional school subjects by 
utilizing discussion as a way to form critical questions about Mississippi’s social, 
political and economic structure. The questioning attitude would then be utilized to 
motivate the students to participate in voter registration drives and civil disobedience 
with the purpose of exposing them to their own importance in the fight for social change. 
This dissertation focuses on capturing the narrative story of the Freedom School’s 
origins, planning, and daily operations as they relate to servant leadership, group-centered 
leadership, and leadership while under extreme duress. The narrative story will then be 
used to identify the Freedom School’s legacy as a model for contemporary youth 
leadership development programming in school-aged out of school (after school) settings.  
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 The Civil Rights Movement of the late 1950s and 1960s had a transformational 
effect on American society and on grassroots movements for social justice at home and 
abroad, during that era and beyond. As a sixth grader in fall1983, I recall President 
Ronald Reagan, who had been reluctant to do so, signing the Martin Luther King Jr. 
holiday into law with an unsmiling Coretta Scott King, King’s widow, at his side. In 
January 1986, as an eighth grader, I was excited that the first Martin Luther King Jr. 
holiday was being celebrated, but I was more drawn to the many other stories that Civil 
Rights Movement had produced. What was I not being told? 
Even then, I felt as if there was more to the story, of course I knew the holiday 
was a great victory, but it was not as if the maniacal racist white men that beat and 
murdered civil rights workers had just packed up one day and said “Okay, we give up, we 
were wrong!” I concluded that the flowery epitaphs that I would see every year in 
January were only part of the whole story. As I got older and began to study the 
movement more deeply, I realized that I could not have been more right. There was more 
to learn. Beneath the sometimes watered down story of Martin Luther King Jr., who 
remains one of my heroes, and his tireless work for equality, I found that there were 
countless other stories of activism that could be found if one looked hard enough. Many 
might believe that only the accounts of the push for racial equality in America that are 
palatable to wider society are celebrated, when others are given less attention. I would 
agree with this opinion, but instead of resting with that thought, I attend to the stories that 
are not widely spoken of to show my appreciation for the work many people did on my 
behalf. This dissertation is one such offering of gratitude.  
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Chapter I: Introduction 
Freedom Schools Come to Mississippi! Jimella’s Story 
  
Jimella Stokes-Jackson, then fifteen-year-old Jimella Stokes, remembers that 
there was a “Freedom Day” on January 21, 1964, that was a prelude to the Freedom 
Summer that would begin in June of the same year. On Freedom Day in Hattiesburg, 
Mississippi, there were mass meetings and picketing as African Americans in Forrest 
County began to make a major push to gain the right to vote in Jim Crow’s Mississippi.1 
On that day, she recalls people visiting Hattiesburg from “all over the world” as the black 
community prepared to change the way they had always been treated.2
 Change was coming. Forrest County was not unaccustomed civil rights action, as 
evidenced by black Korean War veteran Clyde Kennard’s 1958 attempt to enroll at 
Mississippi Southern College (now the University of Southern Mississippi). Since the US 
Supreme Court’s decision forbade school officials from denying him access because of 
the color of his skin, other strategies were used to discredit him.
 
3
 The school made efforts to keep Kennard from attending by “losing” his 
application and even claiming that previous grades earned while he was a student at the 
University of Chicago were not sufficient. In the end, Kennard was framed and convicted 
of a crime he did not commit by an all-white jury and sentenced to a seven-year stint in 
Mississippi’s Parchman Penitentiary. Kennard would die in 1963 after being denied 
 
                                                 
1 Clayborne Carson, In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960’s (Boston: Harvard 
University Press, 1995), 108. 
2 Jimella Stokes-Jackson, SNCC Freedom School student in 1964, phone interview with the author, 
December 18, 2010. 
3 John Dittmer, Local People: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi (Chicago: University of Illinois 
Press, 1995), 182. 
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treatment for cancer while in prison, which shows the length purveyors of racism would 
go to maintain the unjust social system in Mississippi. 
Another example of activism in Hattiesburg and Forrest County was the role of 
the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) within the struggle for justice 
in Mississippi. At the suggestion of Mississippi activist Amzie Moore, SNCC workers 
had arrived in Hattiesburg in 1962 and began to maneuver the community around the 
right to vote just as they were doing in other parts of the state.4
This meant that the work for equality would need leadership from a wide 
spectrum of the African American community. Young people like Stokes were poised to 
take up the mantle. Hattiesburg, and a small largely African American community called 
Palmers Crossing, would become one of the foremost locales for social justice work in 
the state. By fall1963, the SNCC workers in the area had become so well entrenched in 
the local struggle that their call for a “Freedom Day” was well supported by black 
Hattiesburg and by teenager Jimella Stokes.  
 Partnering with 
Mississippi-based civil rights organizations and the local community, SNCC workers 
established campaigns that questioned unequal social conditions. In March 1962, there 
were no African Americans registered to vote in Forrest County, where Jimella Stokes 
resided with her family, nor any sign that the unjust tactics whites used to exclude blacks 
from voting were going away anytime soon. 
The careful strategy planning of protests that arose from all of the civil rights 
work being done would bring the Mississippi Freedom Summer Project to communities 
                                                 
4 Charles Payne, I’ve Got The Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom 
Movement (Berkley: University of California Press, 1995). 




During Freedom Summer in 1964 the Hattiesburg/Palmers Crossing project was 
the headquarters for all civil rights activity in the 5th Congressional District, boasting the 
largest group in the state with more than ninety volunteers and 3,000 local participants.  
Seven Freedom Schools serving over 650 children and adults were housed at churches 
like St. John’s Methodist Church in Palmers Crossing. According to Stokes-Jackson, St. 
John’s was at one time the only church that would open its doors for mass meetings 
commonly held by the Civil Rights Movement. 
 Stokes would see the northern white and black volunteers descend 
upon her community committed to help local residents attempt to change Mississippi. 
Stokes would also benefit from the Freedom Summer Project as a student in the Freedom 
Schools that were established by SNCC to provide alternative education to underserved 
Mississippi youth.  
Stokes-Jackson recalls that she and some of her siblings attended the Freedom 
School at Priest Creek Missionary Baptist Church with a high level of excitement.  
SNCC’s work in her community sparked her involvement in the movement. Jimella 
would be arrested several times while protesting, much to her mother’s and active duty 
military father’s chagrin. Jimella was the middle of seven children and the only member 
of the family to go to jail as an activist. While engaging in activism during her time in 
Freedom School Stokes-Jackson explains: “I told my mother that I knew she worried 
about me being hurt or killed by some white man while I was protesting, but I didn’t want 
to have to do that for my child.” 6
                                                 
5 Carson, In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960’s, 108.  
 
6 Jimella Stokes-Jackson, SNCC Freedom School student in 1964, phone interview with the author, 
December 18, 2010.  
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“This was not done in a disrespectful manner,” she explains, but a necessary use 
of her voice to explain just how truly important she felt her work in the movement was. 
Freedom School students would finish the day in class and be right out on the streets 
protesting for the right to vote or doing related Freedom Summer tasks. Meanwhile, 
Freedom School students and Freedom Summer Project volunteers, which included 
Freedom School teachers, were being attacked all over Mississippi as the forces of Jim 
Crow marauded throughout the state.7
A nod to the overall power of the impact of the Hattiesburg Freedom School 
students might be found in the “new” declaration of independence that they drafted 
during that summer. This document entailed the abuses African Americans had endured 
and inserted the demand of Mississippi blacks declaring independence from the state 
policies that oppressed them. The teenagers’ resolve spoke to the formation of political 
and leadership identities that could supply the movement with a new generation of 
activists. This seemed to fit the spirit of Hattiesburg’s commitment to equality in 
Mississippi because the Freedom Schools would be welcomed just as SNCC workers had 
been since 1962. 
 Within this environment, Stokes and her fellow 
students were determined to prevail against these dark forces, and did so as young people 
in the face of intimidation and violence.  The questioning culture and political education 
offered by the Freedom Schools encouraged the development of original thoughts that 
manifested in direct action. 
Hattiesburg actually hosted the largest grouping of Freedom Schools during 
Freedom Summer, which speaks to the level of community engagement present in the 
black community. Jimella Stokes’ experiences in Hattiesburg Freedom Schools formed a 
                                                 
7 Carson, In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960’s, 122. 
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large part of her future life. What she learned there built upon her own leadership skills 
that she carried with her to Bishop College in Waco, Texas. At Bishop, a historically 
black college that has since closed and merged into Paul Quinn College, Stokes helped 
lead a “sit-in” on campus protesting discrimination in the late 1960’s. 
The sit-in was a nonviolent tactic that she had learned from her time as a teen 
involved with the Civil Rights Movement in her hometown and as a student in SNCC 
Freedom Schools. During the campaigns for freedom in Hattiesburg, Stokes also 
remembers just how dangerous the times were, with death a looming specter. 
Jimella Stokes-Jackson’s experiences as a Freedom School student show that the 
role of young people in any social justice effort can be important in formulating a holistic 
inclusion of the community. Stokes relates a story of having a conversation with a fellow 
Freedom School classmate that she has known for nearly fifty years. They have remained 
friends, as many of the Hattiesburg Freedom School students and teachers seem to have 
done, which is quite remarkable given the tendency for people to drift apart. 
Stokes-Jackson proudly mentioned a photograph of both being taken to jail as 
during their time as Freedom School students protesting after school with the Forrest 
County Voters League. Stokes-Jackson offers that she told her friend that the picture 
represented their personal contribution to President Obama’s election.8
                                                 
8 Jimella Stokes-Jackson, SNCC Freedom School student in 1964, phone interview with the author, 
December 18, 2010.  
 Stokes-Jackson’s 
personal history with the Civil Rights Movement and as a Freedom School student gave 
her an overwhelming sense of self-esteem, accomplishment, and self-confidence.  
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Overview of the Study 
 
 This dissertation aspires to add relevance to a historical framework for black 
youth leadership in after school settings found within the story of an event that is not 
always mentioned, but proved pivotal to civil rights work in Mississippi. The focus will 
be on the narrative story of SNCC Freedom Schools founded during the “Freedom 
Summer” (or Mississippi Summer Project) of 1964, and the implications for 
contemporary youth leadership the story represents. To do this, I will examine some 
theoretical and practical origins, SNCC’s organizational philosophy, planning process, 
activity, and legacy of the SNCC Freedom Schools.  
It will be important to delve into SNCC’s founding of Freedom Schools in context 
with the general societal conditions of the time period, and the overall potential for 
change represented. SNCC’s story does not actually fit into an elongated history of 
leadership-based efforts in racial uplift that can be found in many twentieth century black 
narratives.9 SNCC embodied a more aggressive push toward racial equality; SNCC’s 
goal was to see freedom from injustice at the very instant blacks decided that they wanted 
to see change on racial issues. At many instances the phrase “Jim Crow” will be utilized; 
the term refers to the southern laws and social system that were established to exclude 
African Americans from every form of equality. The subject matter as it relates to the 
study of leadership theory and leadership styles attempts to characterize SNCC’s 
organizational style and leadership structure, which was more collective in nature.10
                                                 
9 Kevin Gaines, Uplifting the Race: Black Leadership, Politics, and Culture in the  
  
Twentieth Century (University of North Carolina Press, 1996).  
10 Ronald Walters and Robert Smith, African American Leadership (Albany: State  
University of New York Press, 1999). 
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Three recurring leadership themes associated with this research will be utilized at 
various points throughout the dissertation. The three theories will be Robert Greenleaf’s 
theory of servant leadership, group-centered leadership as it was modeled by Ella Baker 
and SNCC, and the exercise of leadership under extreme duress. Greenleaf’s theory 
centered on the distinguishing characteristic of leadership being “service”; where the 
leader is attentive to the highest priority of followers’ needs. Servant leadership begins 
with a natural feeling that one wants to serve first of all, and then a conscious choice 
brings said individual to aspire to lead. 11
Regarding Greenleaf’s notion, the SNCC and other civil rights workers’ focus 
seemed to exemplify this theory through their active participation in community-based 
activism. The majority of the SNCC workers began working with the organization as 
servants of the people first, canvassing or preparing to be involved in protests such as sit-
ins. Servant leadership would be embodied at the point that the young worker would 
become inspired to actually lead protests or teach members of the local community to get 
involved.  
 
The process of explaining leadership under extreme duress can be formed by 
utilizing adaptive leadership theory to discuss the complexities associated with leading in 
immediately dangerous settings. Next, we can take an understanding of the immediate 
physical dangers faced by SNCC workers in the South during Freedom Summer and the 
overall Civil Rights Movement era. By connecting the two, the idea of what leadership 
under extreme duress is can be further developed as a representation of one of the various 
leadership styles.  
                                                 
11 Robert Greenleaf, Servant Leadership: A Journey Into the Nature of Legitimate  
Power and Greatness (New York: Paulist Press, 1977).  
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Ronald Heifetz and Martin Linsky discuss the practice of leadership as two-fold, 
first diagnosing the problem, and then as a community or organization taking action to 
correct the problem.12 Thus, SNCC diagnosed mis-education for Mississippi’s youth as a 
problem, then as an organization took action by forming Freedom Schools during 
Freedom Summer. Heifetz and Linsky also discuss the perils of leadership as requiring 
adaptive change that does not provide answers from an unattainable position.13
Finally the group-centered, collective leadership of SNCC was a large portion of 
how the organization can be conceptualized in contrast to the more hierarchal structures 
of allied civil rights organizations.
 In the 
case of SNCC the peril became extreme with the threat of death or maiming, and the 
adaptive change was altering the attitudes of African Americans who had faced 
generations of discrimination. This cycle of thoughts frames the idea of leadership under 
duress as a type of leadership that adapts to situations, such as facing fatal violence, and 
maintains its integrity as it develops.  
14
                                                 
12 Ronald Heifetz and Martin Linsky, The Practice of Adaptive Leadership: Tools and Tactics for 
Changing Your Organization and the World (Boston, MA: Harvard Business Press, 2009). 
 SNCC was an organization that was almost unique 
in its group leadership style, but still versatile enough for individuals to be identified with 
other relatable styles such as the more individualized servant leader. The major 
connection for each of the three aforementioned leadership themes is that within social 
justice settings they all identify with leading in a less “egocentric” fashion that focuses on 
others and not solely the individual as well as leading bravely in potentially perilous 
moments. 
13 Ronald Heifetz and Martin Linsky, Leadership on the Line: Staying Alive Through the Dangers of 
Leading (Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press, 2002), 13.  
14 Carson, In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960’s, 20. 
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I utilize knowledge of the three leadership styles in understanding how to 
maintain my own sense of identification with the leadership shown by SNCC during their 
direct action in the South during the 1960s. This has assisted me in developing a Freedom 
School narrative that relates to the emerging leadership in light of its potential for 
contemporary settings. As an example, we can link SNCC’s work to contemporary modes 
of activism in black communities as a lasting example of social change work as it relates 
to socio-economic improvement initiatives like youth development, which will be my 
focus.  
The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) 
 
Jimella Stokes- Jackson’s story lends a more personalized narrative regarding the 
role SNCC played in places like Hattiesburg, Mississippi. SNCC showed the 
effectiveness of a youthful, organized, and dedicated group of agents for change in a time 
of great turmoil. Historical accounts of SNCC tell a story that began on February 1, 1960, 
when students at the historically black North Carolina A&T College in Greensboro, 
North Carolina, employed the protest tactic soon to be known as a sit-in. The southern 
system of segregation prohibited non-whites from eating at lunch counters and dining 
rooms. These students tested the boundaries of this practice by sitting at a Woolworth’s 
department store lunch counter with the intent to claim their rights as US citizens. 
According to the North Carolina History project the first sit-in was meticulously 
planned and executed:  
 
The first Greensboro sit-in was not spontaneous. The four students who staged the 
protest, all of them male freshmen, had read about nonviolent protest, and one of 
them, Ezell Blair, had seen a documentary on the life of Mohandas Gandhi. 
Another of the four, Joseph McNeil, worked part-time in the university library 
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with Eula Hudgens, an alumna of the school who had participated in freedom 
rides; McNeil and Hudgens regularly discussed nonviolent protest. All four of the 
students befriended white businessman, philanthropist, and social activist Ralph 




Within days, this act of civil defiance sparked similar actions from more students 
at North Carolina A&T as well as Bennett College, an all-black woman’s college also in 
Greensboro, and spread to other southern states amidst violence and arrests. The 
Greensboro sit-in was not however, the first planned act of civil disobedience confronting 
segregation during the movement. Students from Nashville’s black colleges had been 
preparing and experimenting with similar actions. But the strikingly successful and 
newsworthy Greensboro sit-in set the wheels of SNCC’s founding in motion.  
The need for organization and strong but nonhierarchical leadership among the 
youth became clear to veteran civil rights leader and Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (SCLC) executive director Ella Baker.16 Baker had grown dissatisfied with 
the SCLC’s Christian minister, male-dominated, leader-centered culture and recognized 
the merits of a more youthful participatory style of leadership.17
The SCLC was founded in 1957 to further nonviolent direct action against the 
nation’s racist practices toward African Americans, especially in the South. The SCLC’s 
first president was Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., who had led the Montgomery (Alabama) 
Bus Boycott to victory in 1956.
 
18
                                                 
15 “Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee.” The North Carolina History Project, accessed 2010. 
http://www.northcarolinahistory.org/encyclopedia/299/entry 
 The yearlong bus boycott (1955-56) challenged racial 
segregation in the city’s public transit system and helped galvanize the broader Civil 
16 Barbara Ransby, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement: A Radical Democratic Movement 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 172. 
17 David J, Garrow, Bearing the Cross: Martin Luther King Jr., and the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (New York: Harper Collins, 1986), 141. 
18 Stewart Burns, Daybreak of Freedom: The Montgomery Bus Boycott (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1997). 
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Rights Movement. The boycott also thrust King into the forefront as the nascent 
movement’s most recognized leader. The SCLC grew rapidly into a leading civil rights 
organization. Ella Baker, a seasoned organizer instrumental in forming the SCLC moved 
to Atlanta at King’s request to help run the fledgling organization. She initially persuaded 
King and the SCLC to invite the lunch counter protesters to a founding conference in 
Raleigh, North Carolina, over Easter weekend in April1960.  She was careful to steer the 
SCLC, who initially wanted to co-opt and control the young activists as its youth wing, 
out of SNCC’s business. She envisioned a youth-based movement free of “adult 
supervision” but open to committed guidance and mentoring that could further ignite the 
movement.19
Born in1903 in Norfolk, Virginia, Ella Baker spent her childhood in North 
Carolina, listening to her grandmother tell stories about slave resistance. As a slave, her 
grandmother had been whipped for refusing to marry a man chosen for her by the slave 
owner. Needless to say, young Ella may have developed her sense for social justice at an 
early age through the influence of her grandmothers’ stories. 
 
Ella Baker herself matriculated in a historically black school, Shaw University, in 
Raleigh, North Carolina.  As a student she was known for challenging school policies that 
she considered unfair. After graduating with honors in 1927, she moved to New York 
City and began joining activist organizations. In 1930, she joined the Young Negroes 
Cooperative League, whose purpose was to develop black economic power through 
cooperative distribution of food and other goods. She coordinated the New York 
operation for ten years before she began her involvement with the National Association 
                                                 
19 Ransby, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement: A Radical Democratic Movement, 239. 
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for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) as a field secretary. Founded in 1909, 
by W.E.B. DuBois and others, the NAACP is the oldest secular African American change 
organization, advocating the end of racial segregation, and racist treatment generally, in 
all facets of American society, first and foremost in public education. As director of 
branches Baker traveled widely for the NAACP during the 1940’s in the South, where 
she formed chapters (called branches), recruited members, raised money and helped 
organize local campaigns against discrimination and oppression.  
Contemporary leadership theorists like Howard Gardner might have termed 
Baker’s later involvement with SNCC as “indirect” leadership as she influenced it by 
serving as a mentor helping to shape the young organization and its participants; she held 
no actual position or title.20
                                                 
20 Howard E.Gardner and Emma Laskin, Leading Minds: An Anatomy of Leadership (New York: 
BasicBooks, 1995).  
 This however would be only on the surface because Baker’s 
involvement represented a more participatory and non-hierarchical style. She encouraged 
the students to organize the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee as its own 
entity and under its own leadership and free to chart its own course and make mistakes 
while allying with other organizations. SNCC was founded when Baker procured an $800 
grant from the SCLC for the April 1960 conference where student activists could share 
“combat” experiences and plan further protests. Over one hundred student delegates from 
fifty-eight sit-in centers in twelve states gathered at Shaw University, Baker’s alma 
mater.  Delegates also attended from northern colleges, SCLC, the Congress of Racial 
Equality (CORE), Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR), and Students for a Democratic 
Society (SDS). The SDS, the former student wing of the League for Industrial 
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Democracy, had begun to grow in early 1960, and became a white counterpart and ally 
for SNCC.21
 Many members of the new group, like young John Lewis, took great risks early 
on in May 1961 as part of the Freedom Rides organized by CORE. The Freedom Riders, 
members of CORE and SNCC, defied segregation by travelling throughout the Deep 
South in racially integrated groups. The embarrassment caused by highly publicized mob 
violence forced the actual desegregation of all interstate bus terminals after they had 
previously been ordered to do so by the Supreme Court, by Attorney General Robert 
Kennedy and the Interstate Commerce Commission.
  
22
The “N” in SNCC 
  
 
The philosophy and practice of nonviolence associated with the civil rights 
movement and SNCC, who identified so deeply with it that they added it in their name, 
proved to be a defining strategy for SNCC. By the time SNCC began working in the 
South, violence had ubiquitously been used by the purveyors of Jim Crow to control, 
oppress, and terrorize black southerners. Beatings, maiming (in some cases castration), 
and extralegal murder were not uncommon as recently as the 1970s.   
Terrorist groups like the Ku Klux Klan rode around the countryside and paraded 
on city streets in white sheets to scare African Americans into acquiescing to the 
segregated system. This stemmed from the Reconstruction period following the Civil 
War that briefly enabled blacks to have equal rights when the Klan and their kind first 
                                                 
21 Stewart Burns, Social Movements of the 1960s: Searching for Democracy (Simon & Schuster   
MacMillan, 1990), 56. 
22 Raymond Arsenault, Freedom Riders: 1961 and the Struggle for Racial Justice (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2006), 2. 
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flourished. Terror was increasingly used as a tool to defend the status quo primarily in the 
South during the century after the reconstruction was overthrown by white supremacy. 
More than a century before we ever heard of Al Qaida, white racists employed or 
condoned terrorism, especially the bombing of homes and churches, as their weapon of 
choice to suppress equal rights for blacks.  
By 1964, the southern social system of Jim Crow had repealed any gains for 
African Americans promised by the abolition of slavery and other Civil War 
amendments. SNCC and the larger movement aimed to break this system nonviolently, 
but the entrenched culture of violence met any resistance with extreme aggression. As the 
campaigns for justice unfurled new hope within oppressed black communities, nonviolent 
action as a practical remedy tested the fortitude of the civil rights workers.  
Until the mid-1960s, at least, most SNCC activists believed that nonviolent action 
was not only ethical but essential for survival when the Jim Crow system had official 
support for its violence. Within these circumstances, the influence of a theology student 
named James Lawson as the purveyor of nonviolent teachings cannot be stressed enough. 
Originally from Massillon, Ohio, Lawson had attended Baldwin-Wallace College in 
Berea, Ohio, and joined the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) and the Fellowship for 
Reconciliation (FOR). FOR was a pacifist organization linked to the International 
Fellowship for Reconciliation, an early opponent of World War I and war in general. 
CORE, an outcropping of FOR, had been engaged in rigorously nonviolent protest 
against segregation since its founding in 1942. CORE had conducted the famed Freedom 
Rides that challenged segregation in interstate travel, a strategy it had employed initially 
in 1947. Lawson, who joined FOR as a college freshman, refused to register for military 
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service as a conscientious objector and served a fourteen-month federal prison term. He 
then served as a Methodist missionary in India where he studied the nonviolent principles 
of Mohandas Gandhi, the martyred leader of the nonviolent Indian independence 
movement.  
In 1955, after two years with Ghandian practitioners in India, Lawson enrolled in 
Oberlin College’s school of theology where a professor introduced him to Martin Luther 
King Jr. King encouraged him to come to the South.23 After enrolling next at 
Vanderbilt’s school of theology, Lawson set about doing nonviolence training with 
students from black colleges in Nashville - Meharry Medical College, Tennessee A&I 
(now Tennessee State University), Fisk University, and American Baptist College. As 
mentioned, this group of committed students had planned their own sit-ins to begin in 
January 1960, having experimented earlier, but setbacks slowed their plans. Among the 
students trained by Lawson were key leaders of SNCC.24
Nonviolence in practice could be somewhat of a challenge when faced with the 
most basic human emotions, such as anger or the impulse to reach out and strike and 
individual back for hitting you. Although some SNCC members struggled with the notion 
of nonviolence, Hogan’s explanation of three strands of nonviolence helps in an 
understanding of why the practice was a solid approach. She explains that for some 
nonviolence was simply the most pragmatic way to draw attention to Southern injustice 
and American hypocrisy. Second was that there could be the idea of Christian redemptive 
 John Lewis and Marion Barry 
would serve as chairmen of SNCC and others like Diane Nash, Bernard Lafayette, and 
James Bevel would play a major role in SNCC’s growth and efficacy. 
                                                 
23 Wesley Hogan, Many Minds, One Heart: SNCC's Dream for a New America (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2007), 15. 
24 David Halberstam, The Children (New York: Fawcett Books, 1999), 218. 
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suffering, here the protesters saw their nonviolence as honest and dignified and therefore 
the moral thing to do. The third strand connected to the desire to see the all people, both 
black and white, coexisting together in a “beloved community,” where harmony ruled 
society with equal dignity and respect.25
Bob Moses and SNCC: On to Mississippi 
 
 
 Pivotal to SNCC’s historic role in Mississippi was Robert “Bob” Moses, whose 
brilliance in developing the organizational strategy was as vital as his personal courage.   
He also played an integral leadership role in shepherding SNCC’s work as it evolved 
from simply a coordinating committee of student protest groups to hard core organizers 
dedicated to direct action. He was badly beaten and jailed while initiating a voter 
registration project in McComb, Mississippi, in fall 1961, which became the seed for 
most of SNCC's activities for the next four years.26
In 1964 when SNCC took on the lead role as various civil rights organizations 
marshaled their forces during Freedom Summer, Moses’s influence was invaluable. He 
had studied philosophy at Harvard University as a PhD student and taught high school 
math in New York prior to being inspired to travel south from Harlem as one of SNCC’s 
first full time workers. Moses, one of the architects of Freedom Summer, utilized his 
prior experience as organizer throughout the process of designing and implementing the 
project. Although he was uncomfortable with attention that could lead to any sort of hero 
  Organizing around the vote proved to 
be a worthy but very risky undertaking that would act as a catalyst for other SNCC work, 
such as the Freedom Schools. 
                                                 
25 Wesley Hogan, “Freedom Now: Nonviolence in the Southern Freedom Movement, 1960-1964,” in Civil 
Rights History from the Ground Up: Local Struggles, A National Movement, ed. Emilye Crosby (Athens: 
The University of Georgia Press, 2011): 176-182. 
26 Carson, In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960s, 47. 
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worship or “cult of personality,” his ideals as they related to a commitment to non-
violence and informed activism helped lay the foundation for the group’s leadership. 
Also, Moses’ willingness to lead by example helped to cultivate grassroots power from 




The Mississippi Summer Project, also widely known as Freedom Summer was 
enacted to force the federal government to take action and provide protection to civil 
rights workers and ordinary black citizens working for civil rights in the South.27 
Mississippi was chosen because it had the lowest percentage of black voters.28
 The organizers of Freedom Summer, and many black activists before them, 
clearly thought that the alleged fairness and equality of American democracy had eluded 
African Americans far too long.  Engaging African Americans in the political process 
became a method to demand respect as citizens and to form a grassroots power base, both 
were forms of transformative change. Registering black voters in a society where Jim 
Crow laws segregated blacks from whites would prove to be exceedingly difficult. Jim 
Crow laws also required black voters to pay costly poll taxes, and to pass absurd literacy 
tests before being registered.  
 The 
summer project would expose volunteers, mainly white middle-class students, to the 
same dangers black Mississippians were exposed to while trying to vote. 
Within such systematic exclusion the educational and socio-economic prospects 
of African Americans were stunted if not destroyed. Freedom Summer hoped to 
                                                 
27 Carson, In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960s, 99-100. 
28 Carson, In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960s, 112. 
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accelerate efforts to change those prospects in Mississippi by building on the prior voter 
registration by SNCC and a small cadre of college student volunteers from Yale and 
Stanford.  Freedom Summer however aimed to massive resistance against white 
supremacy in Mississippi’s closed society by bringing several hundred mostly white 
northern college students to register black voters en masse. 
Freedom Summer’s distinction would be that it was a volunteer-based effort led 
by allied organizations in the Council of Federated Organizations (COFO), that was 
comprised of intergenerational and interracial activists with a common cause.  During the 
December 1963 planning for this project, the voice of a SNCC field worker named 
Charles Cobb, a Washington, D.C., native and Howard University student would come to 
fore. Cobb called for the development of “Freedom Schools” along with the Freedom 
Summer community organizing as a tool for breaking down the barriers of racism, poor 
education, and poverty in the South.29
Freedom Schools 
 
Cobb, already a veteran SNCC worker who had dropped out of Howard 
University to engage in the freedom movement, understood the abysmal educational 
situation in Mississippi and was determined to change it. According to Cobb “We could 
see early on ourselves as young people that there was this connection between education 
and political struggle.”30  Cobb and many others were initially trepidations about the 
summer project and the use of the white volunteers because of the potential that it might 
disrupt the grass roots work current workers were cultivating.31
                                                 
29 Carson, In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960s, 99-100.  
 Still, the idea was 
30 Charles Cobb (SNCC), phone interview with the author, December 8, 2010.    
31 Charles Cobb (SNCC), email to author, November 28, 2011. 
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adopted after a motion from future Washington D.C. mayor Marion Barry in an 
Executive Committee Meeting December 30, 1963, with Cobb and much of the 
Mississippi workers in attendance.32 For Cobb, the idea was to have an educational 
component for the youth of Mississippi to serve as an apparatus for social change, with 
the teen-aged students as the enactors of their own civil rights based actions. After 
making an oral proposal, Bob Moses asked Cobb to put the idea on paper and Cobb and 
other SNCC colleagues drafted the Freedom Schools Prospectus.33
After COFO formally gave consent for the summer project in January 1964, at 
least twenty-five Freedom Schools were planned in black communities throughout 
Mississippi to serve a thousand black students.
 Both “academic” and 
non-academic courses would utilize a discussion- based teaching format, focused on 
active questioning that encouraged political participation and active citizenship in the 
students.  
34
                                                 
32 Charles Cobb (SNCC), email to author, November 28, 2011. 
 Their average age was to be fifteen 
years old, which denoted a strong emphasis on adolescent development.  The volunteer 
teachers would be drawn mainly from the white college students imported from the 
North. The curriculum had to be student-centered, friendly and immediately useful, 
experiential learning, as it was later called. The primary focus was framing questions and 
motivating discussions as opposed to memorizing facts and dates. The emphasis for 
questioning curriculum may have been developed from Ella Baker’s influence on Cobb 
and his SNCC colleagues. According to Cobb “She maintained a continuing conversation 
33 Charles Cobb (SNCC), email to author, November 28, 2011. 
34 Carson, In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960s, 99-100 
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with all of us about organizing from the bottom up.”35
In the matter of classroom procedure, questioning is the vital tool. It is 
meaningless to flood the student with information he cannot understand; 
questioning is the path to enlightenment....The value of the Freedom Schools will 
derive mainly from what the teachers are able to elicit from the students in terms 
of comprehension and expression of their experiences.
 The term “organizing from the 
bottom up” means that social justice organizing should involve every stakeholder, and in 
this case, the youth of Mississippi as a viable resource for social change. Instructions 
from Cobb’s Freedom School Prospectus suggested:  
36
In most of the schools, the Citizenship Curriculum in particular dealt with inter-
related questions for class discussion: 
  
Why are we (teachers and students) in Freedom Schools?  
What is the Freedom Movement?  
What alternatives does the Freedom Movement offer us?  
What does the majority culture have that we want?  
What does the majority culture have that we don't want?  
What do we have that we want to keep?37
 
 
Freedom Schools opened during the first week of July 1964, after approximately 
250 Freedom School volunteer teachers attended a one-week training session at Western 
College for Women, in Oxford, Ohio. The original plans had anticipated thirty-six 
Freedom Schools and 1,000 students; but by midsummer, forty-one schools had opened 
serving over 2,500 students. 
Freedom Schools were established with the help and commitment of local 
communities, who provided buildings of various sorts for schools and housing for the 
volunteer teachers. While some of the schools were held in parks, kitchens, and 
                                                 
35 Charles Cobb (SNCC), email to author, November 28, 2011. 
36 “Freedom Schools Prospectus Dec. 1963,” copy, Highlander Research and Education Center Library 
Archives February 2010.  
37 “Freedom Schools Prospectus Dec. 1963,” copy, Highlander Research and Education Center Library 
Archives February 2010.  
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residential homes—even under trees—most classes were held in churches, especially 
church basements. Attendance fluctuated throughout the summer. Some schools 
experienced consistent attendance, but that was the exception. Because attendance was 
not compulsory, recruiting students and maintaining good attendance were primary 
challenges that the schools faced.38
Instruction varied based on local conditions and community assets. In rural places 
where students were expected to labor (usually picking cotton) during the day, classes 
were often held at night. In schools that maintained traditional school hours, typically in 
urban areas, citizenship curriculum and traditional academic courses were offered in the 
morning and special classes such as music, drama, and typing were offered in the 
afternoon. In many instances, entire school days would be devoted to voter registration 
efforts. It was imperative for SNCC activists that students be invested in civil rights 
activity because this cadre of students was expected to remain in their community to 
enact social change.  
  
Dissertation Theme and Outline 
 
The central question of this dissertation is: “What is the historical narrative of 
group-centered leadership found within the story of SNCC Freedom Schools and how 
was leadership in general expressed in the origins, planning, and running of the schools?” 
A secondary question will be: “Does the Freedom Schools experience and pedagogy 
provide a legacy for contemporary leadership development in out-of-school (after school) 
settings for African American youth; and if so what are some successful examples?” 
                                                 
38 Kathy Emery, Sylvia Braselmann, and Linda Gold, eds. “Freedom Schools Curriculum Conference” 
edited and introduced in Education and Democracy, accessed Dec, 2010. 
http://www.educationanddemocracy.org  
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These questions will be answered in three ways: first, by connecting myself as a 
community member, practitioner, and scholar to the shared history of African Americans 
as it relates to SNCC’s work; second, by chronicling the history and legacy of the SNCC 
Freedom Schools during the Freedom Summer of 1964; and third, by analyzing modern 
leadership theory as it relates to SNCC Freedom Schools as a social laboratory of 




Chapter I – Introduction 
  
Chapter I provides an overview of the dissertation and lays the groundwork for 
the study by giving a brief overview of the history of SNCC, Freedom Summer, and the 
Freedom Schools, including an introductory story of one Freedom School student.  
Chapter II – Literature Review 
 
Chapter II reviews significant literature surrounding the history of SNCC and the 
work that it focused on during the Civil Rights Movement. Important sources are the 
various histories about SNCC and its members’ memoirs and I will also review as 
relevant, the wider history of African Americans and how they are tied to the epic tale of 
the civil rights struggle. Another grouping of literature that I will review is contemporary 
leadership theory, which will provide tools to analyze and assess the empirical findings 
on leadership development. Other literature that I will consider will be based in youth 
leadership in particular, because as the dissertation’s inquiry moves deeper, a base of 
knowledge on this subject will be needed.  
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Chapter III – Methodology 
 
I chose to utilize the narrative method to tell the story of SNCC Freedom Schools 
with the thought in mind that as a story, it spoke more to my interest in providing a 
meaningful historical account of the project. For data collection, I chose oral history to 
inform the narrative in an authentic way by infusing the personal stories of individuals 
that were involved with the Freedom Schools. Chapter III describes the structure of 
narratives in qualitative research and gives a review of relevant literature that informed 
my decision to utilize the aforementioned qualitative methods. Further, I explain the 
participants, criteria for selection, data gathering process, limitations, and bias as it 
pertained to the field work I conducted during the oral history phase of the research.  
Chapter IV – Origins of Freedom Schools  
 
In Chapter IV the actual narrative commences by giving a foundational glimpse 
into the historical racial conditions that led to the formation of the voting rights aim of 
black activists in Mississippi. Next, the narrative builds on Mississippi’s history of racial 
struggle to go in-depth to tell the story of the Freedom School’s origins by exploring 
participants’ insights, supporting sub- stories that compare and contrast a proposed 
theoretical origin and philosophy. The chapter closes with an exploration of the role of 
SNCC’s group-centered leadership style as a binding origin in the formation of Freedom 
Schools. 
Chapter V – Planning and Process of Freedom Schools 
 
This centerpiece chapter highlights the influence of Charles Cobb, the SNCC field 
secretary who first suggested the establishment of Freedom Schools, and his thoughts on 
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their intended role in developing the students’ sense of participatory democracy. Next, I 
describe the actual process of building the Freedom Schools through the innovative 
inquiry-based curriculum that was developed during the curriculum conference convened 
during the planning of Freedom Summer. As the chapter moves forward, I discuss how 
SNCC cultivated sites for Freedom Schools in the Mississippi communities they also 
planned to organize during Freedom Summer. I conclude with the recruitment and 
training process of the mostly white, northern teachers in Oxford, Ohio, and offer a look 
into the daily schedule and activities of Freedom Schools. 
Chapter VI – Legacy of the Freedom Schools 
 
This chapter brings the legacy the history of Freedom Schools for contemporary 
youth leadership development among African American youth in out-of-school settings. 
To do this I highlight several examples of current out-of-school programs that are 
modeled after SNCC Freedom Schools and support its model for leadership.   
Chapter VII – Principles/ Implications/ Recommendations 
 
This concluding chapter details the principles and implications that the 
dissertation has uncovered to define the Freedom School’s place within the discipline of 
leadership. I also offer the Freedom School experience as a model for practitioners and 
scholars in the field of leadership development for African American youth.  Finally, I 
take the opportunity to express my self-reflective personal feelings and connection to the 
subject matter as they relate to my academic research, experiences as a practitioner, and 
my own experience coming of age as a black youth in the post-civil rights era.  
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Chapter II: Literature Review 
Introduction to Literature Review Process and Approach 
 
SNCC Freedom School literature can be found in several areas, but searching for 
this specific topic takes patient persistence because a great deal of information is found 
within the larger SNCC story. There was merit in finding as much as I could by using 
keywords, “mining” citations from related resources that were already in my possession, 
and then filtering out what I considered useable material. This dissertation, which is 
based on SNCC’s Freedom School’s history and legacy, is a narrative that intends not to 
only tell a story and analyze it, but also to enlighten my professional practice. 
 To do this, the method of categorizing literature became far more valuable than I 
could expect in regard to formulating a solid list of readings that helped me develop this 
study.  The general searches of the topic led to prolific volumes of readings, but this 
topic’s focus required specific detail, so just the mention of Freedom Schools could not 
be enough. I say this because although there are a number of books with SNCC’s history 
in the contents, books strictly focused on the Freedom Schools were limited. Therefore 
my goal was to find readings that had substantial content that focused on Freedom 
Schools or at least enough information to support the research as it related to SNCC and 
African American history. 
 Literature searches with such constraints proved to be somewhat painstaking at 
times, but not impossible in regard to identifying a well-rounded reference list.  
Fortunately, SNCC’s history has various sources found primarily within memoirs or 
autobiographies written by SNCC members or by historians with a focus on SNCC. Also, 
the books about the general history of the Civil Rights Movement gave insight into 
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SNCC and other organizations that played interrelated roles that intersected with SNCC 
in some way. Another aspect of preparing a reference list for this study was finding a way 
to narrow the readings that focused on the wider civil rights story into supporting 
resources to the unique story of Freedom Schools. There were multiple instances where 
literature on this topic in fact intersected, making narrowing the topic imperative in 
formulating the theoretical comparisons I make in Chapter IV. 
 The point here was the need for the narrative to be backed up by a collection of 
writings that were developed enough to offer the research an obvious level of validity; the 
various readings that I chose had to represent both cultural relevance and empirical 
historical data. Also, there was a need to simply honor the stories of the SNCC workers 
who risked their lives to make changes under very corrupt circumstances that were 
present in the Jim Crow South. 
Although the approach to my literature collection was developed by a sense of 
what specific resources were available and what I could align with the subject; it also 
connected to my understanding of leadership as it related to what I have learned at 
Antioch University. I found that there were also implications for a deeper understanding 
of SNCC because I seemed to find larger strands of information every time I read a new 
book or article. I found that the role of the historical literature about SNCC was 
invaluable on both a personal and academic level. I got a boost with an opportunity to 
attend the fiftieth anniversary of SNCC and was able to recognize living narrative history 
in former members of the organization. An added plus to my attendance at the conference 
was that several of the authors who had written about SNCC were attending as well, 
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which gave me a chance to  dialogue with a few people that are referenced in this 
dissertation. 
 Another important piece of the literature search was the use of material that 
informed my sense of scholarship around leadership in hopes that it could lead to further 
research. After three years of collecting leadership theory literature I found how valuable 
it would become in support of my analysis of various themes and with the implications 
and recommendations the research has produced. I now feel prepared to utilize leadership 
theory in a scholarly fashion as I have built my research’s infrastructure to frame the 
narrative. I also put literature that informed my professional practice into place with 
readings about youth leadership development, which rounds out my interest in the legacy 
of Freedom Schools. 
Along with my approach to the literature, I came up with a system to classify the 
types of publications used for the research as it related to the topic. My system was 
simple and created space for each type of literature that I read over the years or had found 
in continued searches. I concluded that if I categorized the literature without adding any 
weight to their evaluations, it would be easier to make an informed decision on literature 
that became equally important to the research. I chose to do this because it assisted me in 
developing and organizing my thoughts as the study grew, and it created a better 
understanding of what I felt was important to include as mentioned. It is here that the 
reference list came together in a more solid manner and also created a level of confidence 
in what I had chosen to use.  
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SNCC Specific Literature 
 
Clayborne Carson’s In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960’s 
(1981) was probably the most authoritative comprehensive history of SNCC. It gave me 
not only a detailed account of SNCC’s history and its place in American society but it 
also offered a level of insight into events that helped shape the organization and its 
culture. In the same tradition, Wesley Hogan’s Many Minds One Heart: SNCC’s Dream 
for a New America (2007) brought a level of historical depth about SNCC that helped to 
inform my sense of SNCC’s prominent role as a social change agent in breaking the “Jim 
Crow” social system in the South. The North Carolina History Project Website also 
provided me with a look into the February 1, 1960, sit-in that set the student movement in 
motion and helped spark the founding of SNCC two months later. 
David Halberstam’s The Children (1998) detailed origins and beginnings of the 
student movement and more importantly to this research, the Nashville sit-in movement, 
which provided a number of SNCC leaders. Raymond Arsenault’s Freedom Riders: 1961 
and the Struggle for Racial Justice (2006) brought out for me the Freedom Riders story, 
one of the defining subjects in the 1960s civil rights story and another place where I 
found future members of SNCC as participants like John Lewis and Diane Nash.  
In I’ve Got The Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi 
Freedom Movement (1995) Charles M. Payne discussed the organizing traditions of 
SNCC in Mississippi while Doug McAdams’ Freedom Summer (1990) was invaluable to 
identifying a profile of the mostly white northern summer volunteers.  
Expanding the Freedom Summer history in Freedom Summer: The Savage Season 
That Made Mississippi Burn and America a Democracy (2010) Bruce Watson utilized the 
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personal accounts of living participants while providing a “who, what, and where” that 
seemed to put me in the historical atmosphere. I got good information from Len Holt’s 
The Summer That Didn’t End (1965), which chronicled the Mississippi Freedom Project 
from the standpoint of the National Lawyers Guild, of which Holt, an attorney, was a 
member. This organization of leftist attorneys served along with the NAACP legal 
defense fund’s team of lawyers as legal representation for the Freedom Summer 
volunteers who were arrested. The attorneys also investigated civil rights violations such 
as the disappearance of C.O.R.E. and SNCC workers, and ordinary black citizens whose 
civil rights had been violated.  
Howard Zinn’s Student Non Violent Coordinating Committee: The New 
Abolitionists (1965) provided me with a sort of organizational biography of SNCC’s 
awakening to the power of nonviolent protest for social change. Lending to the authentic 
story I got from Zinn’s book about SNCC was the Clayborne Carson edited The Student 
Voice 1960-1965: Periodical of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (1990), 
a quarterly collection of the SNCC newspaper called the Student Voice. This served as a 
primary source of information that detailed the daily events that transpired while SNCC 
operated in the South and was a link to much of the SNCC - based literature.  
Biographies of influential people have always fascinated me and many of the 
SNCC biographies further pleased me by giving firsthand accounts of the lives of some 
of my heroes as they worked in the organization. SNCC Executive Secretary James 
Forman’s The Making of Black Revolutionaries (1997) chronicled the life of SNCC 
during the most pivotal years of the organization’s work. In The River of No Return: The 
Autobiography of a Black Militant and the Life and Death of SNCC (1990) veteran SNCC 
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activist and educator Cleveland Sellers tells his own civil rights story. Sellers spent time 
in Holly Springs, Mississippi, as the local Freedom Summer director, which directly 
connects his story to the Holly Springs Freedom Schools.  
Because I was writing about the Freedom Schools in Mississippi, I felt the need to 
spend some time familiarizing myself with the atmosphere in the state during the 1960s. 
To do this I found Let the People Decide: Black Freedom and White Resistance 
Movements in Sunflower County, Mississippi 1945-1986, by J Todd Moye (2004), which 
details the chronological history of the freedom activities associated with Sunflower 
County Mississippi, a county in the Delta that was a hotbed of activity.  
Emilye Crosby’s A Little Taste of Freedom: The Black Freedom Struggle in 
Claiborne County, Mississippi (2005) is another geographically focused study that 
promotes the story of small communities within the movement. Local People: The 
Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi (1995) by John Dittmer is yet another example of 
an author chronicling the rise of post - World War II activism and the evolution of the 
movement in Mississippi that greatly helped my research because its heavy mention of 
SNCC activities.  
Freedom School Specific Literature 
 
Actual readings about Freedom Schools became my natural interest after 
formalizing a knowledge base about SNCC and Freedom Summer in 1964. Sandra 
Adickes’s The Legacy of a Freedom School (2005) detailed the Freedom Schools in 
Hattiesburg, Mississippi, and the small nearby township of Palmers Crossing, right 
outside of the city of Hattiesburg, that I spend time discussing in this dissertation. I was 
able to find the Freedom School curriculum at the Education and Democracy Website, 
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replete with a historical account of the conference in New York City that produced much 
of the curriculum and instructions for teachers. The Freedom School Curriculum played a 
vital role in the development of the Freedom Schools, so I needed more information on 
how it was formed. 
Having this in mind, I read George Chillcoat and Jerry Ligon’s “Discussion as a 
Means for Transformative Change: Social Studies Lessons from the Mississippi Freedom 
Schools” (2001), and “Helping to Make Democracy a Living Reality’: The Curriculum 
Conference of the Mississippi Freedom Schools” (1999). Both articles explored the 
building of the Freedom School curriculum and the conference from a pedagogical 
standpoint. As I developed my narrative further, literature like Daniel Pearlstein’s 
“Teaching Freedom: SNCC and the Creation of the Mississippi Freedom Schools” (1990) 
and Mary Rothschild’s “The Volunteers and the Freedom Schools: Education for Social 
Change in Mississippi” (1982) discussed the project’s teaching goals and the history of 
the prominent role of the college-age volunteers. 
SNCC Influences 
As I identified viable resources in the literature that built a knowledge base about 
SNCC, Freedom Summer and the Freedom School’s history, I noticed that there had been 
several influential “mentors” to the young SNCC workers. I was encouraged to research 
the story of Freedom Schools’ origins further, and during this process I found that there 
was a multitude of resources available about the individuals I identified as mentors to 
SNCC. For me, the most obvious was the story of Ella Baker’s influence on the 
organization as she helped organize the sit-in activists into a youth-led cooperative group.  
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I found valuable biographical data about Baker in Joanne Grant’s Ella Baker: 
Freedom Bound (1998) and got a deeper look into her advocating of participatory 
democratic values, activism, and life in Barbara Ransby’s Ella Baker and the Black 
Freedom Movement: A Radical Democratic Movement (2005). Joan Charles’s Ella Baker 
and the SNCC: Grassroots Leadership and Political Activism in a Nonhierarchical 
Organization (2009) opened my thinking up by making a biographical connection to Ella 
Baker’s life and connection to the grassroots group-centered leadership style. This was 
positive for me because I had not truly grasped the deeper meaning of the group-centered 
leadership Ella Baker taught SNCC workers until I read this book. Also, Charles Payne’s 
“Ella Baker and Models of Social Change” (1989) further develops the profile of group-
centered leadership for social change modeled by SNCC mentor Ella Baker. Finally in 
“Civil Rights History from the Ground Up: Local Struggles, A National Movement” 
(2011) edited by Emily Crosby, I found a great deal of information about SNCC’s 
nonviolence and general stance on freedom in Wesley Hogan’s chapter entitled “Freedom 
Now: Nonviolence in the Southern Freedom Movement 1960-1964.” 
As I moved deeper into researching the influential mentors that struck a 
significant profile within the story of SNCC and Freedom Schools another important 
individual was brought to my attention in an interview with Charles Cobb. I already had 
some knowledge of Septima Poinsette Clark because a very prominent picture of her in a 
magazine when I was a teen made me research who she was. After speaking with Charles 
Cobb about origins of the Freedom Schools, I found out that my tertiary knowledge 
would require more investigation into Clark’s life. This is where Katherine Mellon 
Charron’s Freedom’s Teacher: The Life of Septima Clark (2009), a more scholarly 
   
 
33
biography of Clark, gave me a deeper level of understanding of her role with the 
“Citizenship Schools,” a literacy tool used to prepare blacks to pass voter registration 
tests, as a possible origin for Freedom Schools 
Another wellspring for sources on Septima Clarks was the book Ready from 
Within. Edited and arranged by Cynthia Stokes Brown, Ready from Within is the result of 
a weeklong interview that Brown was able to have with Clark in 1979 before publishing 
her findings into a book. As I searched for more information about the Citizenship 
Schools I was led to the story of another SNCC mentor, Myles Horton, founder of the 
Highlander Folk School. 
I found valuable material about Myles Horton and the Highlander Folk School in 
Frank Adams’s Unearthing Seeds of Fire (1975), a history of the school, which was one 
of the influential training grounds of the movement. Myles Horton’s The Long Haul 
(1990) told his own story and gave me a look into Socratic questioning as a method of 
education, Citizenship Schools, and the value of popular education. The study of the 
origins of Freedom Schools brought me to the notion that I needed a strong base for the 
history of African Americans in the United States in regard to the civil rights struggle. 
Literature about the Larger Movement 
 
Furthering the base of information around the larger Civil Rights Movement 
brought me to Taylor Branch’s biographical trilogy on Martin Luther King Jr., Parting 
the Waters: America in the King Years 1954-1963 (1989), Pillar of Fire: America in the 
King Years 1963-1965 (1999), At Canaan’s Edge: America in the King years (2007) 
served as the view into the influence of King and the SCLC but more importantly 
chronicled a wide sampling of aspects of the Civil Rights Movement. Stewart Burns’s, 
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Daybreak of Freedom (1997) offered a history of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, the most 
recognized start of the Civil Rights Movement in the South. Another Burns offering, 
Social Movements of the 1960’s: Searching for Democracy (1990) provided a detailed 
history of the social movements and organizations of the 1960’s. It worked as a guide to 
identifying the various social justice organizations that worked for democracy and 
freedom during the 1960s.  
In To the Mountaintop: Martin Luther King  Jr.’s Mission to Save America 1955-
1968 (2005), Burns  unflinchingly described the more human and less worshipped side of  
Dr. King. The book touches on SNCC’s mentor Ella Baker and her being fed up with the 
hierarchy of the King-led SCLC as well. More SCLC material such as Adam 
Fairclough’s To Redeem the Soul of America (1987) gave me further knowledge about 
the movement by detailing the dynamics and organizational culture of the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). Much like Fairclough’s book, David Garrow 
chronicles the rise of King and the SCLC as leaders within the African American 
community in Bearing the Cross: Martin Luther King and the SCLC (1986). This 
comprehensive study is based on a wide body of qualitative data, both archival sources 
and oral history interviews with many of King’s associates and conversely those who 
were not his allies in ideology or method. More in depth historical offerings such as 
Henry Hampton, Steve Fayer, and Sarah Flynn’s Voices of Freedom: An Oral History of 
the Civil Rights Movement from the 1950’s through the 1980’s (1991), Thomas Sugrue’s 
Sweet Land of Liberty: The Forgotten Struggle for Civil Rights in the North (2009) 
contrasts the focus on the South by chronicling the realities of Northern struggles for 
racial equality in the geographic area that provided Freedom Summer with a multitude of 
   
 
35
volunteers. Charles Cobb’s On the Road to Freedom: A Guided Tour of the Civil Rights 
Movement (2008), and Guy and Candy Carawan’s Sing for Freedom: the Civil Rights 
Movement through Its Songs (2008) gave supplemental information about the shaping of 
the movement.  
African American Leadership 
 
Ronald Walters and Robert C. Smith’s African American Leadership (1999) 
helped to clarify a historical structure of leadership within the black community. The 
authors closely aligned African American leadership with electoral politics but also 
offered a historical and theoretical explanation.  Kevin Gaines’ Uplifting the Race: Black 
Leadership, Politics, and Culture in the Twentieth Century (1996) provided me with a 
chronology of racial uplift theories throughout US history. Race Critical Theories: Text 
and Context (2002), edited by Philomena Essed and David Goldberg, offered a framing 
of the role of race and class in a contemporary setting and helped me look deeply into the 
political and social ramifications of leadership in black society. 
Leadership Literature 
 
James McGregor Burns’s Leadership (1978) was a key in helping to create a 
more academic characterization of leadership that could be, on a basic level, applied to 
individuals such as the SNCC workers. In Transforming Leadership: A New Pursuit of 
Happiness (2004) Burns discusses leadership that goes beyond “deal making” and 
attempts to transform the world around them. Burns’s thoughts opened my mind to a 
connection between transformative leadership and SNCC’s group-centered leadership 
style.    
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I tried for a time to place an individual leadership style on various individual 
SNCC leaders but this approach proved to be untenable because of my dependence at 
times on secondary sources. After I made the decision to attempt to classify the 
leadership style of the organization in general however, George Goethals, Georgia 
Sorenson, and James McGregor Burns’ Encyclopedia of Leadership (2004), particularly 
the Leadership Styles and Personal Characteristics of Leaders entries, helped me develop 
a base of knowledge around characteristics of leaders that seemed to make my theory’s 
evolve into the leadership styles I highlight in the dissertation. 
One of the leadership styles I explored after building a scholarly base for the 
study of leadership came as I extended beyond the previously mentioned publications and 
I began to study Robert Greenleaf’s Servant Leadership: A Journey into the Nature of 
Legitimate Power and Greatness (1977) played a larger role in my understanding of the 
individual mindset of SNCC leaders as individuals who were inspired to serve and lead 
from their experiences with Jim Crow. The more I studied servant leadership, the more I 
felt comfortable depicting the workers as servant-leaders within a group-centered 
leadership setting. Another of Greenleaf’s works, The Teacher as Servant: A Parable 
(1979) helped as I considered the role of Freedom School teachers as servant-leaders who 
were inspired by the movement to volunteer in Mississippi, but furthered their roles by 
engaging in activism after they were finished teaching during the day. 
Another leadership theorist of importance to my research was Ronald Heifetz, 
whose book Leadership without Easy Answers (1994) assisted me in developing a frame 
for the hard and soft skills related to quality and effective leadership. His thoughts on 
effective leadership and its apparent fragility was a boost to this study because it also 
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offered me a “reality check” about how the potential for ineffective leadership during 
Freedom Summer could have been a detriment to the Freedom Schools. Leadership under 
extreme duress is a new theory that I introduce into my research because it seems to help 
define SNCC leadership as being forced to develop under fatally threatening 
circumstances in reference to the violence of the Jim Crow South. Heifetz and Linsky 
give more thought to one’s staying effective as a leader in perilous times in Leadership 
on the Line (2002), a vital concept when it came to my idea of SNCC’s building of 
positive and reflective leadership while under extreme duress during the 1960s.  
Finally I used Ronald Heifetz, Martin Linsky, and Alexander Grashow The 
Practice of Adaptive Leadership: Tools and Tactics for Changing Your Organization and 
the World (2009) to help me identify “leadership under extreme duress,” a theme 
developed in this dissertation that is associated with the dangers that SNCC organizers as 
leaders faced in the South. As I constructed my theory of leadership under extreme duress 
I was intrigued by Howard Gardner and Emma Laskin’s Leading Minds: An Anatomy of 
Leadership (1995) because of their mention of leaders that attain their position because it 
was their choice to do so (38). For me this put the theory of leadership under extreme 
duress in perspective in regard to SNCC leaders “choosing” to put themselves at risk by 
working in the movement. Also, Couto’s article “Narrative, Free Space and Political 
Leadership in Social Movements” (1993) explored how narratives in political leadership 
and social movements are important to social justice.  
Black Youth in the Civil Rights Movement 
 
As this dissertation research shaped my thoughts about Freedom Schools as a 
legacy youth development I found a wealth of information that spoke to this subject as it 
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related to black youth leadership, black youth roles during the movement, and 
contemporary issues they face. I found that Eve Feldman’s They Fought for Freedom: 
Children in the Civil Rights Movement (1997) is a history of the role and presence of 
children in the Civil Rights Movement. This particular book made it into the literature 
repository because it highlights the role of black youth in the movement. Jeff Zaslow’s 
“Kids on the Bus: The Overlooked Role of Teenagers in the Civil-Rights Era” (2005) 
also became significant because it tells a story of teens engaged in the civil rights 
struggle. Both publications represented a base for the argument that today’s black youth 
have a generational history of resistance to oppression, which I figured could help with 
detailing the implications I planned to suggest. For the same purposes, Rebecca De 
Schweinitz’s If We Could Change The World: Young People and America's Long 
Struggle for Racial Equality (2009) also chronicled the long and mostly unknown history 
of youth within racial and socially-based movements. The book is important to this study 
because it offered an avenue toward detailing the worth of youth-led activism. James 
Lyons and Joanne Chelsey’s “Fifty Years after Brown: The Benefits and Tradeoffs for 
African American Educators and Students” (2004) also fit within the mold of a telling 
instance where Civil Rights Movement history meets contemporary youth development 
because it discussed the aftermath of the Brown v. Board decision, which engaged me in 
the complexities of the subject over the past fifty years as it related to the effect it has had 
on both African American students and those charged with teaching them. Carter Julian 
Savage’s “Because We Did More with Less” The Agency of African American Teachers 
in Franklin, Tennessee: 1890–1967 (2001), showed the history of dedication of equally 
oppressed black educators during the era. This assisted the knowledge that there was a 
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legacy of the black community placing high importance on education, which was likely 
the case in many rural Mississippi communities, but being impeded by Jim Crow in such 
an endeavor.  
The Plight of Black Youth 
 
After developing the history of black youth in the Civil Rights Movement I felt as 
if there was enough material to help attempt to connect historical and contemporary 
possibilities for activism. First Bakari Kitwana’s “The Hip Hop Generation: Young 
Blacks and the Crisis in African American Culture” (2002) details how many blacks can 
be identified as belonging to the "hip-hop generation," which can help identify aspects of 
black youth culture.  
After developing a conceptual frame for identifying black youth in a cultural 
sense, I found articles like Fred Bonner and Michael Jennings “Never Too Young to 
Lead: Gifted African American Males in Elementary School” (2007). Bonner and 
Jennings extended the previous study of elementary-aged African American boys to 
include high school-aged African American emerging leaders in “Capitalizing on 
Leadership Capacity: Gifted African American Males in High School” (2008).  
I also got assistance with understanding the framework for alternative 
programming for African American youth with “A Preventive Intervention Program for 
Urban African American Youth Attending an Alternative Education Program: 
Background, Implementation and Feasibility” (2009) by Steven B.Carswell, Thomas 
Hanlon, and Kevin O’Grady. Countering the Conspiracy to Destroy Black Boys Vol. 1 
(2004), written by Jawanza Kunjufu, who is well-known in African American 
educational and youth development circles, and his book is a striking indictment of 
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society’s treatment of young African American males. Victor Rios’s The Hyper 
Criminalization of Black and Latino Youth in the Era of Mass Incarceration (2006) 
analyzed the juvenile justice system’s unfairness in regard to black youth. Rios asserted 
that the juvenile justice system marginalizes black youth by incarcerating them far too 
quickly and severely in comparison to white youth.  
Next I ventured into specific issues such as violence and drug abuse in articles 
like Nancy L Lewin, Jon S. Vernick, Peter L. Beilenson. Julie S. Mair, Melisa M, 
Lindamood, Stephen P. Teret, and Daniel W. Webster’s study “The Baltimore Youth 
Ammunition Initiative: A Model Application of Local Public Health Authority in 
Preventing Gun Violence” (2005). Darlene Wright and Kevin Fitzpatrick’s “Violence 
and Minority Youth: The Effects of Risk and Asset Factors on Fighting among African 
American Children and Adolescents” (2006) assisted in building my understanding and 
ability to analyze the subject of African American youth at risk. In “Vulnerability, Social 
Networks, Sites, and Selling as Predictors of Drug Use Among Urban African American 
and Puerto Rican Emerging Adults” (2005), Jean Schensul and Gary Burkholder  offered 
me insight into drug use by minority youth.  
Working with Black Youth 
 
In finding a grouping of literature that defined practical methods for black youth 
in developmental settings, I was able to identify as a practitioner with Stephen Preskill 
and Stephen Brookfield’s Learning As a Way of Leading: Lessons from the Struggle for 
Social Justice (2008), because it connected the innate ability of leaders as learners to the 
history of social justice. I agreed with Ronald Mincy’s (1994) Nurturing Young Black 
Males because of his opinion that practitioners should pay special attention when 
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working with black young men, who are often marginalized in society. Charles Cobb and 
Bob Moses (2008) offered a strong argument for an emphasis on mathematics in African 
American communities as a way to provide students with an avenue to compete in a 
digital age, where mathematical reasoning plays a key role, in Radical Equations: Civil 
Rights from Mississippi to the Algebra Project. This book connects Moses journey as an 
influential civil rights organizer with SNCC and an educator with radical solutions to the 
current shortfalls in education as they relate to its movement roots. Also in Quality 
Education as a Constitutional Right: Creating a Grassroots Movement to Transform 
Public Schools, editors Theresa Perry, Robert Moses, Lisa Delpit, and Ernesto Cortes Jr. 
bring out the implications for grassroots that would work to transform failing public 
education. Khaula Murtadha and Daud Malik Watts’s “Linking the Struggle for 
Education and Social Justice: Historical Perspectives of African American Leadership in 
Schools” (2005) is an article that suggests the merits for black youth to an adherence to a 
history of a positive black images as a central element in educational settings within the 
black community. A final resource that helped form a base of general knowledge in this 
sub-area was Gail Ciassy’s (1994) Early Adolescence: Understanding the 10 to 15 Year 
Old as a way to understand the psychological, anatomical, and sociological changes 
associated with adolescence.  
Youth Leadership and African American Youth 
 
Although my focus in regard to youth in the latter part of this dissertation is on 
black youth in after school settings, the previous material provided an educational base 
that I consider productive because of the closeness of youth development as a profession 
and education. I was able to find resources that spoke to actual youth leadership work 
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with African American youth. To that end, Judith Rozie-Battle’s Youth Development: A 
Positive Strategy for African American Youth (2002) discusses how policy, funding and 
emphasis are often directed toward early childhood intervention but not adolescent 
African American youth.  
I did not want the entire body of youth-based literature to reflect negative 
shortfalls. Therefore I was happy to find examples of some of the work being done to 
promote political activity in at-risk youth. Ryley Share and Jonathan Stacks’ “Youth-
Adult Partnership in Community Organizing: A Case Study of the My Voice Counts! 
Campaign” (2006) served my research well as a case study on a campaign that illustrates 
partnership strategies for youth-adult alliances. In “From Periphery to Center: Pathways 
for Youth Civic Engagement in the Day-To-Day Life of Communities” (2002), Linda 
Camino and Sheppard Zeldin explored pathways for youth civic engagement.  
Andreana Clay’s “All I Need Is One Mic”: Mobilizing Youth for Social Change 
in the Post-Civil Rights Era” (2006) spoke to the sense of identity of the youth of 
yesterday and today, within the medium of their music. The author utilized the lyrics of a 
rap artist embodying a genre of music that has influenced global youth culture and 
explains its importance in the identification of motivational techniques for youth. I was 
further intrigued by Erin Trapp’s The Push and Pull of Hip-Hop: A Social Movement 
Analysis (2005) as it touched on key themes in regard to hip-hop’s ability to motivate 
social awareness and activism in light of negative connotations. I found that David 
Crystal and Mathew DeBell discussed how youth can become involved with communities 
in “Sources of Civic Orientation among American Youth: Trust, Religious Valuation, and 
Attributions of Responsibility” (2002).  
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Moving along I found Antoinette Ellis-Williams’ exploration of African 
American youth activism in “Discovering the Possibilities: A Study of African American 
Youth Resistance and Activism” (2007). Ellis-Williams asserted that the paradigm for 
African American youth activism and resistance has changed in the post-civil rights era 
and moved beyond only racial issues. Further adding to the literature in this sub-area was 
Margaret Libby, Matt Rosen, and Maureen Sedonaen who discussed adult partnerships 
with youth in their article entitled Building Youth-Adult Partnerships for Community 
Change: Lessons from the Youth Leadership Institute (2004).  
I was fortunate to find “Our Leaders Are Us: Youth Activism in Social 
Movements Project” (2008), Anand Marri and Erica Walker’s report on New York City 
high school students exploring events leading up to and following the Supreme Court’s 
Brown v. Board decision. As part of a 50th anniversary celebration of the decision, the 
authors designed a series of three workshops that sought to extend the students’ 
knowledge of Brown. Within this report is a reference to the authors’ use of the history of 
segregation and activism; they also examine the roles of young people in critical civil 
rights campaigns. Kristen Zimmerman’s “Making Space, Making Change: Models for 
Youth-Led Social Change Organizations” (2007) incorporated two well-researched case 
studies about youth-led activism in social justice organizations while Sharon Sutton’s “A 
Social Justice Perspective on Youth and Community Development: Theorizing the 
Processes and Outcomes of Participation” (2007) used surveys to measure the results of 
participation social justice based youth programs.  
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After School Programming 
 
 I was fortunate to find literature that was specific to after school programming in 
the article, “Youth Development and Afterschool Time: Policy and Programming in 
Large Cities” (2001), which offered me further insight into the growth of after school 
programs and their effect on urban centers. Michelle Gambone, Hanh Cao Yu, Heather 
Lewis-Charp, Cynthia L. Sipe, and Johanna Lacoe’s “Outcomes of Youth Organizing and 
Other Approaches: Youth Organizing, Identity Support, and Youth Development 
Agencies as Avenues for Involvement” (2006) studied the benefits of youth development 
agencies in supporting youth activism in after school programs. In “Where Are Young 
People in Youth Program Evaluation Research” (2007) Krenichyn, Schaefer-McDaniel, 
Clark and Zeller-Berkman explored youth program evaluation from the perspective of 
addressing young people’s participation in evaluations of programs meant to benefit 
them. Finally, Sarah Deschenes and Helen Janc Malon’s “Year-Round Learning: Linking 
School, Afterchool, and Summer Learning to Support Student Success” (2011) gave 
further insight into the effect of after school programs that extend year-round to combat 
the deterioration of students’ academic skills over the traditional summer break. 
A Final Glance Review of Literature 
 
The process of formulating a collection of literature that would help inform my 
dissertation proved to carry far more weight that I had expected, which I would find out 
as I read and became more knowledgeable about my topic. Interestingly, although I had 
previously read many of the books I detail in this review, it felt as if I was reading them 
for the first time once they were chosen to accompany my research. I feel compelled to 
also note that a number of books and articles that I was certain I would reference did not 
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actually make it into the dissertation. They served their purpose in some way I am sure, 
but as I molded the research and the narrative began to take a more coherent shape, the 
“unpacking” that I had been advised to do for quite some time caused me to re-evaluate 
things. As the dissertation moves forward and attempts to develop a meaningful narrative 
of Freedom Schools and their legacy, building a base of resources will extend to the 
narrative method itself, which should be reflected in the nature of storytelling much of 
the literature represents.  
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Chapter III: Methodology 
Method Selection 
 The choice to utilize a qualitative method for this dissertation was born out of my 
desire to research the larger story of SNCC and then narrow the topic down to focus on 
the Freedom Schools. Also, I felt that it was necessary to gain an understanding of the 
individual stories of the people that were involved in Freedom Summer/Freedom Schools 
to get a full scope of the feelings and emotions that were present then. Another thought 
when choosing a method was that within my research design, I did not want to utilize 
any, or very much quantitative measurement to determine solutions or suggestions.  
Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln describe the qualitative researcher as analogous to a 
“quilt maker,” which to me translates to the freedom to utilize a wide sampling of 
qualitative knowledge to piece together one whole story.39
In Mindful Inquiry in Social Research, Valerie Bentz and Jeremy Shapiro state 
that: 
 Their depiction resonated with 
me in a positive way.  
Social research has diversified over the past quarter century in these areas, 
Epistemological paradigms or models of valid knowledge; research methods, or 
how knowledge is produced, Intellectual disciplines or how knowledge is 
organized, Modes of interdisciplinary collaboration, or how knowledge is shared 
and linked, Media of scholarly communication, or how knowledge is transmitted, 
accessed, and integrated, The volume of scientific information available, or how 
knowledge is stored and retrievable, and Cultural voices and social perspectives 
claiming to be represented within the public arenas of knowledge.40
 
 
                                                 
39 Norma Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln, The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research, 3rd ed. 
(Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2005), 4.  
40 Valerie Bentz and Jeremy Shapiro, Mindful Inquiry in Social Research (Thousand  
Oaks, CA: Sage, 1998), 1. 
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I considered the authors’ thoughts on the diversification of social research, and 
came to the conclusion that a qualitative approach for my own research was very closely 
aligned to my comfort level. In qualitative research the investigator seemingly becomes 
more than just an “acquaintance” to the story, individuals, or groups in which he/she is 
studying. For me, it became the best way to allow all of the stakeholders to have a free 
space to be represented by their own voices. In quantitative research I found that the 
information and results were driven by the impersonality of numbers and equations, 
which disagrees with my personal feelings about the holistic story of people and their 
cultures. If there is a limitation to qualitative research in my understanding of it, 
competing to convey information in a “numbers” driven society can cause a problem 
when socially based institutions are governed by quantitative “results.”  
Furthering my decision to pursue a qualitative study brought me to the need to 
choose a particular method to utilize in formulating my study in a way that best 
represented the story of Freedom Schools but also left room for analysis. It was here that 
I encountered narrative inquiry and was able to learn about this method from Jean 
Clandinin, who brought together an international group of scholars to talk about the 
methodology and its complexities.41 Clandinin and Connelly’s Narrative Inquiry: 
Experience and Story in Qualitative Research became a framework for my interest in the 
ability to “walk into the midst of a story.”42
                                                 
41 Jean Clandinin, Handbook of Narrative Inquiry (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2006).  
 The authors make the narrative method seem 
more natural while allowing the researcher to feel free to develop his own identity 
without feeling stuck in the uniformity of traditional methods. It is here that my interest 
42 Jean Clandinin and Michael Connelly, Narrative Inquiry: Experience and Story in Qualitative Research 
(San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2004). 
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in the use of narratives deepened and Barbara Czarniawska’s Narratives in Social 
Science Research built upon a my knowledge of the narrative approach within the social 





As I engaged in further readings into qualitative methodology, and as I consulted 
with my committee chair, I was intrigued by the use of oral history as a research method 
and found that both narrative inquiry and oral history served my research aims. Oral 
history is the collection of memories and personal commentaries through recorded 
interviews. In the case of my dissertation, oral history interviews would become a source 
of primary data that would partner with secondary sources I obtained from literature to 
produce the narrative. Oral history as a method for data collection spoke to my own sense 
of wonder in the possibility of speaking with people who were involved in Freedom 
Schools and had potential to expose new strands of information within the Freedom 
School story.  
I realized that the qualitative data collected through the oral history interviews 
would play a major role in bringing a particular individual’s story out, which could assist 
in the development of the narrative story as well. Much of my understanding of oral 
history came from some previous experience conducting oral history interviews, but was 
improved by reading further about the skill sets needed for engaging in oral history 
projects.  
                                                 
43 Barbara Czarniawska, Narratives in Social Science Research (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2004). 
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To this end, Donald Ritchie provided a wealth of knowledge about collecting 
memories and personal commentaries of historical significance, which in this instance 
was the “living” story of the Freedom Schools.44 Also, Telling Stories: The Use of 
Personal Narratives in the Social Sciences and History by Mary Joe Maynes, Jennifer 
Laslett and Barbara Pierce was a comprehensive guide to where personal stories 
interrelate with particularly poignant times in society like the Freedom Schools. 45
Participants and Criteria for Selection 
 I 
completed the interviews by phone and taped them with a digital recorder that was 
outfitted with a microphone. As I read through the list of questions this allowed me to 
take notes and actively participate in the conversations by asking deeper questions or 
simply reassuring the interviewee if necessary. 
 
The grouping of individuals interviewed represented both historical and 
contemporary spectrum ranging from the actual SNCC Freedom Schools of 1964 and 
some individuals that work in programs modeled after the original. The idea here was to 
connect to the story of SNCC and their leadership through Freedom Schools to a legacy 
of service still found almost 50 years later. The approach was made by word of mouth in 
some instances, through various connections that I have made throughout the years which 
produced introductions that proved fruitful. 
 Another specifically successful aspect of my field work was my work with the 
Highlander Research and Education Center (Highlander Folk School), which was the 
training ground for many members of the Civil Rights Movement. Highlander’s 
                                                 
44 Donald Ritchie, Doing Oral History: A Practical Guide, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2003).  
45 Mary Joe Maynes, Jennifer Laslett and Barbara Pierce, Telling Stories: The Use of Personal Narratives 
in the Social Sciences and History (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2008).  
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connection to the SNCC afforded me the opportunity to attend the fiftieth Anniversary 
conference held at Shaw University in Raleigh, North Carolina in April 2010. At the 
conference I was able to make connections with specific individuals willing to share their 
stories, which proved to be difficult in reference to some of the subjects’ busy schedules.  
Availing myself of access to living resources assisted with perspective and insight 
into the thought process of both the original SNCC Freedom School students and 
volunteers. It is here that choosing subjects to interview became paramount to the 
research design because it helped me focus on the general construction of my questions. 
This process worked as somewhat of a guide to framing the topic and seems to have 
promoted a sense of identification with each individual as I worked to develop their trust 
in me as a principled researcher. This assisted my ability to provide a safe and open 
setting for the interviewee, because geography forced the use of taped telephone 
interviews. 
As mentioned, many of the people that I initially wanted to speak with were very 
busy or simply difficult to get in contact with, but the interviews eventually began to take 
shape. The fist step in this process was to finalize an interview of a key member of 
SNCC, who was involved in Freedom Schools in some way during Freedom Summer. I 
met Charles Cobb at the fiftieth anniversary of SNCC and he immediately gave me his 
information when I explained that I wanted to write about Freedom Schools. 
I also received a suggestion from Professor Wesley Hogan, whom I had the 
pleasure of meeting at the anniversary as well, to speak to Stoughton Lynd, director of 
Freedom Schools in 1964. Dr. Hogan was very accommodating when I approached her 
and later sent an email with Staughton Lynd’s information, which proved to be fruitful. 
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Dr. Lynd was very keen to speak with me about his experiences with the Freedom School 
and he, like Charles Cobb, provided a foundation for the interview process as key assets 
to the Freedom School story. 
My next strategy was to connect with students and teachers that attended and 
taught in Freedom Schools and I got a big boost from another individual, Sandra Adickes, 
which I referenced in this dissertation. Through her, I was able to speak with one of her 
former students, Jimella Stokes-Jackson, who still recalls a great deal about Freedom 
Schools. After checking through SNCC’s archival information located at the Wisconsin 
Historical Society I randomly came across the name Christ Hexter, who was identified as 
a Freedom School teacher in Ruleville and Indianola Mississippi. I took a chance by 
searching for Mr. Hexter on the Internet, found an office phone number and called, which 
proved to be successful as Mr. Hexter returned the call and agreed to speak with me.  
Dr. Adickes also made herself available for an interview and rounded out the need 
for actual Freedom School participants, which I think helped in keeping a level of 
authenticity within the study. Dr. Adickes, had been a teacher in the same Freedom 
School that Jimella Stokes - Jackson attended. The insight these individuals gave was 
important to my gaining and understanding of the atmosphere that they experienced and 
allowed for their authentic personal stories to be told through the narrative.  
A final grouping of interviews was associated with the recommendations that I 
planned to offer and consisted of me speaking with three individuals that are involved in 
contemporary representations of Freedom Schools. Mia Henry of the Chicago Freedom 
School graciously allowed me to speak with her after a few days of exchanging phone 
calls. One of my mentors, Marian David, who was the national director of CDF Freedom 
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Schools when I worked there as a site coordinator in the Detroit program in 1996 also 
allowed an interview. A final individual was Chris Myers Asch, one of the founders of 
the Sunflower County (MS) Freedom Project patterned after Freedom Summer, which 
uses a Freedom School as a component. 
There were still people on my wish list to interview, but the eight that I was able 
to connect with were extremely kind and forthcoming with information, and seemed to 
enjoy speaking about their experiences.  
Limitations 
 
The limitations to this research were grounded in the circumstance of time and a 
lack of scholarly attention to a subject (Freedom Schools) that can offer research a great 
deal of depth to Civil Rights stories. The first limitation is related to the years that have 
past since the convening of SNCC in 1960, which was 51 years ago and 13 years before I 
was born. The members of the organization were in their youth during the events that I 
have worked on in this research but now they are well into their sixties and seventies, 
which caused a bit of trepidation. Some of these individuals may have had bad 
experiences with exploiters of their stories and also misinterpretations of what truly 
transpired during the time period. 
I was aware of this as a factor and feared that I would be considered in the same 
light when approaching individuals for interviews, which caused some hesitation when 
approaching possible participants. Another aspect of this factor is that contacting people 
could at times become very difficult and sometimes I received no answers or simply 
could not find any contact information. In some cases the individual was just too busy to 
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speak with me but supported my intent to continue with the research and offered leads to 
other possible subjects. 
The next immediately identifiable limitation has been the addition of the role of 
women in the movement as a feature of this research, or at least as an augmentation to 
some of the storylines that I explore. The simple answer might be to develop parallel 
examples of this subtopic, but I found that much of what was built in the study has been 
an overview of a much larger narrative. Therefore, the narrative of women in this specific 
story opens up an option for further research, but might still be grouped with the avenues 
that initially needed to be narrowed.  
Bias 
 
Bias is one issue that is connected to my data collection and methodology; I say 
this because of my affinity for stories from the Civil Rights Movement since my 
childhood days. My initial concern when beginning the process of designing the 
methodological framework for my dissertation was that I might not have the ability to set 
aside my personal feelings in regard to empirical integrity. My lifelong sense of 
wonderment and fascination with the Civil Rights Movement has caused me to deify the 
movement at times. However, throughout this process I remained vigilant about seeking 
the fullest story possible associated with my research interests.  
Another tactic for averting a high level of bias was encouraging individuals that I 
interviewed to be as candid as possible by attempting to make them comfortable in doing 
so, which created an environment of honesty. The qualitative process for me denoted a 
certain freedom to use attributes like creative expression, but the need for research to be 
legitimate was equally important. Therefore, the need to be cognizant of shortfalls such 
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as my own bias within this research design was very much paramount to my development 
of a noteworthy academic product. 
Findings 
 
 The methodological aim of my research was to provide a historical narrative story 
that could serve as a guide to answering more contemporary questions about leadership, 
but relied heavily on telling a living story. I utilized the tenets of qualitative research that 
involve historical narratives and narrative inquiries to analyze a unique and relevant 
leadership question. The use of oral history also maintained a formative place in the 
foundation of the methodology because it assisted in connecting me personally to the 
interviewee. Thus identifying the results of my research is more related to my own 
personal inquiry, which has been grounded in the academic background of leadership and 
change. Also, the value of what I have learned will play a substantial role in detecting the 
places where I can grow as a practitioner and where my work seems to intersect with the 
story of Freedom Schools. 
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Chapter IV: Findings Part I - Origins of the SNCC Freedom Schools 
Mississippi Goddamn 
 
The origins of Freedom Schools as a part of the Freedom Summer can seemingly 
be found in black Mississippi’s relationship with Jim Crow and those who supported 
racial segregation as an accepted social system. As the world changed with the events of 
World War II, the Jim Crow South and Mississippi seemed grudgingly determined to 
crush any form of resistance to its brutal hold on African Americans. Even during the 
war, Jim Crow’s agents would keep Mississippi as close to what it had known since 
Reconstruction by working to oppress black soldiers and normal citizens.46
Race riots at military installations such as Mississippi’s Camp Shelby would 
transpire as a shift in industry and black soldiers unaccustomed to the South descended 
upon such an unflinchingly race stubborn state. After World War II, there was the 
thought within the black community that the returning soldiers might finally be involved 
in the American dream. 
 
As the Allies fought to defend themselves against the tyranny of the Axis powers, 
the situation at home for African American soldiers was unmistakably prepared to stay 
the same. Evidence of this could be seen in the fact that there was still a segregated 
military, and the social situation in places like Mississippi was nowhere near what many 
hoped it could become. Many soldiers were relegated to being cooks or maintaining 
animals in the armed forces without the chance to fight and distinguish themselves like 
white soldiers. These frustrating circumstances may have been a catalyst for the type of 
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leadership that World War II veterans showed prior to and throughout the 1960s civil 
rights efforts. 
One very influential World War II veteran was Amzie Moore, a Mississippi born 
activist who served as a mentor to SNCC Freedom Summer coordinator Bob Moses.47 
Moore, no stranger to working for social justice in Mississippi, was a postal worker, 
entrepreneur, and community leader. Moore had helped to pioneer some of the 
Mississippi voter registration efforts that would be carried on by SNCC and one of its 
most notable members, Bob Moses, whom Ella Baker directed to seek out Moore’s 
guidance. Baker had cultivated a network of individuals like Moore throughout the South 
through her work with both the NAACP and the SCLC. These connections benefited 
SNCC’s work in the South greatly as evidenced by Moore who supported the members of 
the young organization in almost the same capacity as Baker.48
Payne details how SNCC workers respected and looked up to men like Moore, 
who by design began to work with younger people engaged in the same struggles for 
freedom.
  
49 This example also speaks to the cultivation of leadership that was present in 
the interplay between the younger generation of civil rights workers and the older leaders 
such as Moore. This level of deference to Moore is significant because of SNCC’s youth 
centered status and their sometimes contentious relationship with more conservative 
“adult” activists such as those in the SCLC.50
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 Charles Cobb, the SNCC worker who first 
proposed Freedom Schools considered the work of Amzie Moore to be integral to 
48  Ransby, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement: A Radical Democratic Movement, 301. 
49  Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom 
Movement, 29. 
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SNCC’s success in Mississippi.51
Another World War II veteran, NAACP leader and Clarksdale Mississippi native 
Aaron Henry, established COFO as an ad hoc group that would focus its work on 
facilitating the safety of civil rights workers in Mississippi. In early 1962, Bob Moses, 
Aaron Henry and Medgar Evers of the NAACP and Tom Gaither of CORE met in 
Mississippi to reorganize COFO. The result of the revamping developed COFO into a 
more unified group of national, state, and local civil rights entities in Mississippi, the 
only state with a coalition of this nature. Aaron Henry became the president, with Bob 
Moses and CORE’s David Dennis working closely together as Program Director (Moses) 
and assistant director (Dennis) respectively.
 There is also a path to the formation of identifying 
Moore as a pre-Greenleaf example of a servant leader who was influential in the 
development of COFO, the vehicle for Freedom Summer and Freedom Schools. This 
notion is derived from Moore’s longstanding record of activism made him the type of 
individual that the younger Moses was sent to seek out for guidance and support. 
52
At the time, the direction of most civil rights efforts in Mississippi focused on the 
right to vote, which came mostly as a result of the intentions of veteran civil rights 
activists like Moore and Henry. The history of electoral politics in Mississippi featured 
the first African American in the US Senate, Hiram Revels. The North Carolina born 
 The COFO staff members kept their 
original organizational affiliations and with the largest contingent of field workers 
present, SNCC became the leading organization. This set the tone for the dominant role 
SNCC played during the planning and implementation of the Freedom Summer and their 
Freedom Schools. 
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Revels was a Reconstruction era Senator who advocated for racial equality and 
compromise who was ultimately removed due to white discrimination.  
By 1964 at the start of the Freedom Summer and almost 100 years since Revels 
served in the Senate, any inkling of hope associated with African Americans and the 
political process in Mississippi had been diminished. If an African American attempted to 
even register to vote during the Jim Crow era, he/she could be subjected to beatings and 
intimidation.  Worse still, one could simply be killed without any recourse for the 
assailants because of all-white, biased juries with either a disdain for blacks or a fear of 
reprisal for being honest.  
Instances of killings without any legal penalty, such as fourteen-year old Chicago 
youth Emmitt Till’s highly publicized beating, mutilation and shooting in 1955 were not 
uncommon in Mississippi. Therefore the possibility of violence was more than just 
present for anyone working for civil rights in Mississippi; it was a harsh and 
overwhelming reality. It is within these circumstances that men like Bob Moses and 
Amzie Moore developed the grassroots strategies that paved the way for Freedom 
Summer. 
Apart from all out bodily harm, there were also tactics employed to systematically 
keep African Americans from voting such as requiring that they take a “literacy test” 
replete with overly difficult questions. Or they were made to pay astronomical fees to 
register, which was the practice in many southern states. For example, SNCC’s James 
Forman detailed the time he spent time with a Tennessee sharecropper family who was 
evicted from the plantation where they had resided for attempting to vote.53
                                                 
53 James Forman, The Making of Black Revolutionaries (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1997), 
118.  
 
   
 
59
Along with some of the basic indignities of segregated schools or “colored only” 
entrances, Mississippi’s representatives of Jim Crow had free reign to flout the laws of 
the land. It would be in Mississippi, a state that had seemingly not given up on the 
confederacy that Freedom Summer’s Freedom Schools would come into existence.  
SNCC was armed with the memories of men like Herbert Lee, a brave African 
American community leader in Amite County Mississippi who gave his life to the 
movement.54
Wesley Hogan discusses how in 1962 SNCC’s work in Greenwood served as a 
new model for the possibilities the organization represented by truly connecting with the 
black citizens there.
  Lee had joined the NAACP in Amite County in 1953 and even though his 
affiliation put him in danger he still supported SNCC in their efforts. For his support 
however, he was shot in cold blood by a white man who had opposed Lee’s agricultural 
prosperity and his involvement in civil rights activities. Even after Lee’s killing, SNCC 
would descend upon Mississippi with a virtual army of volunteers after having proven 
their determination in places like Greenwood, Mississippi.  
55
                                                 
54 Bruce Watson, Freedom Summer: The Savage Season That Made Mississippi Burn and Made America a 
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 As opposed to telling people what may have been expected of them 
or what the organization could do for them, SNCC encouraged communities to become 
involved in civil rights activism by personally working in close quarters with them. They 
lived and worked in the very communities they organized and accepted the same dangers 
associated with non-violence and a high level of courage. By the summer of 1964 
however, media images of the civil rights workers were beamed throughout the world 
much like the images from the Vietnam War would equally capture the interest of the 
55 Wesley Hogan, Many Minds, One Heart: SNCC's Dream for a New America (Chapel Hill: University of 
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nation. Having set the stage for their work in Mississippi through campaigns and jail 
stints, SNCC’s leadership capabilities were implanted in the minds of African Americans 
with a thirst for freedom. Freedom Summer would show America just how serious the 
young activists were about the expectation that the federal government saw to the safety 
of civil rights of workers.  
Septima Clark and Citizenship Schools 
 
As this research delves deeper into the origins of Freedom Schools, several 
examples can be identified as reasons for why SNCC established Freedom Schools. One 
such example might be the Citizenship Schools that were run by Septima Clark. Septima 
Poinsette Clark was born in 1898 in Charleston South Carolina; her father was born into 
slavery and her mother was born free in South Carolina.56
After completing high school, Clark’s family could not afford to pay for her to 
attend college straight away, so she took a job as a school teacher in the rural South 
Carolina Sea Islands. As an African American, she was barred from teaching in 
Charleston, which was the reason that she was compelled to work in John’s Island, the 
largest of the Sea Islands.
 Charleston, a hub of southern 
trade, was fully engaged in the racial politics of America that ensured African Americans 
were treated as second-class citizens. Clark witnessed racism early in her life and the 
experience helped to shape her determination to help her race succeed in spite of barriers 
like education, that were prevalent most notably in the South. 
57
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The Sea Islands history boasts a strong connection to its inhabitants’ African 
ancestry, and is widely known for cultural traditions that mirror their African origins.   
The stark differences in the educational prospects for blacks in comparison to whites 
would become obvious to Septima Clark causing her to develop a strong connection to 
her students. After her stint in the Sea Islands, Clark moved back home to Charleston and 
begin to teach at the all black Avery Institute, where further recognition of unfair 
treatment motivated her activism.58
 Clark joined the NAACP and settled in to teaching and involving herself in 
campaigning for the rights of South Carolina African Americans, where she would often 
encourage her students to get involved as well. After a five-year marriage Clark sadly 
became a widow, lost one child, and had to send her child to live with grandparents while 
she worked to be able to care for him. Clark once again moved and began teaching in 
Columbia South Carolina, the state capital, while completing undergraduate studies at 
historically black Benedict College.  
 
 Clark would go on to study at Columbia University, where she would receive a 
degree in education, she studied sociology at black Atlanta University (now Clark Atlanta 
University), and earned a master’s degree in education at Hampton University. Clark 
returned to Charleston to care for her ailing mother in the late 1940’s and maintained her 
courageous focus on struggling for equality. By then she was able to teach in the 
Charleston Public Schools, yet in the early 1950s Clark was required to renounce her 
membership with the NAACP.59
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 A brave woman of conviction, Clark refused, and was fired from her position with 
the city schools making her yet another victim of the racist policies that hounded her 
existence. Also in the 1950s however, Clark had begun to attend integrated social justice 
workshops at the Highlander Folk School in Monteagle, Tennessee.60
 Also affiliated with Highlander, Jenkins was skilled in coordinating 
empowerment efforts in his community; he would utilize the Citizenship Schools to 
develop blacks’ potential to be ready to register to vote in his community. Clark taught 
workshops at Highlander that were attended by Rosa Parks several months before the 
famed Montgomery Bus Boycott in Alabama. Citizenship Schools would go on to 
develop a level of leadership among those engaged in the push for the right to vote by 
offering an alternative education that was otherwise denied to them in white dominated 
society.  
 As her relationship 
with Highlander deepened, Clark began working to develop the literacy schools which 
would be called “Citizenship Schools” that educated adults to gain the skills necessary to 
register to vote. Clark and a Johns Island native named Esau Jenkins had become adept at 
formulating these adult literacy programs that also built on reading and life skills, with 
the aim of its students later becoming teachers.  
Highlander’s teaching process as it pertained to Citizenship Schools was to put 
the adult students at ease by locating schools in environments other than school 
classrooms.61
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 By doing this, the student was made to feel comfortable and at home 
befitting their ages as opposed to a regular a schoolhouse where their children or 
grandchildren might have attended during the day. Another aspect of the teaching process 
61 Myles Horton, The Long Haul: An Autobiography (New York: Teachers College Press, 1990). 
   
 
63
was the use of teachers who were just ordinary community members and not professional 
educators. This was done because professional teachers may have utilized their training 
and in the process alienated the adult learners who may have already had a level of 
anxiety about schooling. Instead, one of the first Citizenship Schools teachers was 
Bernice Robinson, a beautician by trade and Clark’s niece, who maintained that the 
students could teach her as much as she would teach them.62
 The Citizenship Schools found their way from Highlander and the hidden back 
rooms of small stores or other meeting places in the Sea Islands to Martin Luther King 
Jr’s SCLC. After the closing of the Highlander Folk School by the state authorities bent 
on discontinuing the schools multi-racial workshops in 1961, its director Myles Horton 
suggested the Citizen Schools program move over to SCLC. Although Martin Luther 
King, Jr. was initially hesitant, he was eventually convinced that the program could be an 
augmentation of the organization’s voter education efforts. 
 
Charles Cobb suggests that Septima Clark’s example of grassroots education that 
paralleled the unequal educational resources offered to African Americans was a model 
for the development of the SNCC Freedom Schools because it “Began making a link 
between reading and writing literacy and political literacy.”63
In this case the strategy was developing capable voters that could further the push 
for racial equality through political participation. The organizing apparatus was the actual 
schools and their ability to draw more and more students into a cycle of learning that 
 Clark’s influence also made 
the Citizenship Schools a way to teach students to work collectively to develop strategic 
organizing that could effectively influence change. 
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fostered a level of political strength. This political strength could in turn force politicians 
to pay attention the concerns of black citizens and ultimately create conditions that could 
put blacks in position to represent their own communities. As the Freedom Schools of 
Freedom Summer developed; the interweaving of SNCC’s approach with Clark’s legacy 
would meld. This brings us to the story of the Highlander Folk School and its influential 
leader Myles Horton who partnered with Clark and Jenkins to help form the Citizenship 
Schools when they first began operating in South Carolina. 
Myles Horton and Educating the People 
 
 The Highlander Folk School was founded in 1932 by Myles Horton in Monteagle, 
Tennessee with a focus on educating poor and oppressed people from the same rural 
mountain areas Horton had grown up in. Horton’s experiences as the child of 
activist/educators in rural Tennessee and his time as a young man in Denmark, where he 
first encountered the folk school as a tool to educate people, guided his belief in people’s 
capacity to learn. The value of Horton’s philosophy on education and the manifestation of 
the social and political process at the most basic or complex levels can be found within 
the evolved story of the aforementioned Citizenship Schools. The scope of work for the 
Citizenship Schools program was also partially driven by the philosophy and mission of 
the Highlander Folk School’s leader and founder Myles Horton. Horton believed that 
people could learn by being actively involved in the process of doing things and making 
their own decisions through formulating their own analysis.64
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 Therefore Horton’s 
philosophical influence on the Citizenship School Program as it can relate to social and 
political change seemed to fit perfectly into a style that promoted a level of self-reliance.  
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 Horton focused on unlocking everyday people’s ability to understand their worth 
in the world, and on ensuring that Highlander was an environment that could facilitate 
such an understanding. Within this idea, the foundations of adult education seem to come 
full circle, and the framework for educating people for social change seems clear. It is 
here that the vision for learning through living fastens Highlander’s actions to the 
Citizenship Schools as a way to empower the downtrodden to utilize their voice in 
society. Horton maintained that the job of Highlander was to “multiply leadership for 
radical social change,” and the Citizenship Schools were one such example of this goal.65
 This approach seemingly justified Highlander never working within a larger 
structure and offers some level of clarity about how the Citizenship Schools could thrive 
in the South leading up to and during the Civil Rights Movement. For example, Jim Crow 
as a social system incorporated the educational system as well, but Horton and 
Highlander’s goal was to work outside of the system as a whole. Therefore, while the 
educational system perpetuated by Jim Crow could be a detriment, adults learning to read 
and write at the Citizenship Schools could effectively circumvent Jim Crow’s oppression. 
 
 This in turn promoted their ability to understand what affected them as a 
community and mobilized their minds in a way that recruited able participants in the 
Civil Rights Movement. In the famed published dialogue with Brazilian educator Paulo 
Freire We Make the Road by Walking, Horton and Freire explored how the role of 
education changes once people have ownership of their history.66
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 Along those lines, the 
role of the Citizenship Schools became instrumental in utilizing literacy to empower 
blacks to face a system that actively denied them their rights.  
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During the 1950s, Highlander began to play a critical role in the Civil Rights 
Movement and soon became a powerful ally as an organization with a solid foundation in 
training individuals to work in social movements. Highlander trained famed civil rights 
leader Rosa Parks prior to her historic role in the Montgomery Bus Boycott, and provided 
training for many other movement activists. However, unfortunately the presence of a 
leader as significant as Martin Luther King Jr. at Highlander only served as fuel to 
Highlanders detractors. Accusations of communism and the school's involvement with 
the Civil Rights Movement led to harassment and ultimately the school's closure in 
Monteagle by the state of Tennessee in 1961.  
This did not stop Highlander from carrying out its work in the South yet the 
school moved to Knoxville Tennessee, and later New Market, Tennessee in 1971, where 
it remains today. The shift in the focus of the social justice work Highlander was doing 
came at a time when the Civil Rights Movement was beginning to truly peak, making the 
relationship even more solid. The most interesting caveat to this shift would be that 
Highlander was a southern institution that not only allowed, but encouraged interracial 
interaction.  
The shift from labor to civil rights came from Myles Horton and his staff, with the 
idea that they needed to be involved in conquering discrimination as the upheavals the 
movement would create began to manifest themselves. As one of the main gathering 
places for civil rights activists in the South, Highlander’s expertise in cross-race 
educational workshops provided a space to plan actions that would define more than a 
decade of struggle. 
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Another factor associated with SNCC, the larger movement, and Highlander is the 
use of culture as a tool for connecting to the community. An example of this is the song 
“We Shall Overcome,” which is known the world over as the anthem of the Civil Rights 
Movement, and other subsequent social justice movements. The origins of ”We Shall 
Overcome” are rooted in the Black Church, as it was sung as a hymn titled “I Will 
Overcome” or by some accounts “We Will Overcome”, in many Methodist and Baptist 
churches.67
In 1945, striking tobacco workers in Charleston South Carolina, many of them 
African American, sang We Shall Overcome as a way to stay enthused while picketing in 
inclement weather. Later, white members of the strike would share the song with Zilphia 
Horton, the music director at Highlander. Mrs. Horton went on to utilize the song in her 
social justice workshops at Highlander, and also taught it to Pete Seegar, a well known 
folk singer, who adapted the “will” to “shall.” Seeger was able to spread We Shall 
Overcome further than the South because of his notoriety. 
  
Zilphia Horton’s successor as music director at Highlander, Guy Carawan, 
learned the song from her and continued to play and teach it in his own workshops during 
the 1950s and 60s. In 1960, We Shall Overcome as a collective anthem would connect to 
the ever growing Movement when Carawan taught it to the members of the newly formed 
SNCC during its founding conference at Shaw University.  
 Sadly however, the reach of Jim Crow as a social system allowed Highlander’s 
detractors to attempt to thwart Horton’s vision for educating a broad cross section of 
people in need. Horton’s belief that having insight or conviction created a responsibility 
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for that individual to share the knowledge with others would be tested by the State of 
Tennessee. The revocation of Highlander’s charter and the confiscation of the land in 
Monteagle placed the physical location of the school at a crossroads, but not the 
ideological foundation. Horton had set the tone for the role of Highlander to remain 
involved in the effort of educating people in a way that fed their sense of worth and 
belonging in America even if America claimed they had none. It is here that we might 
find that both Septima Clark and Myles Horton saw education as an attainable 
progression that Jim Crow actually had no power over. 
 By the time of the aforementioned closing of Highlander in 1961, Highlander, 
Myles Horton, and Septima Clark were already well known figures in the Civil Rights 
Movement. They had been closely involved in training many of its major activists 
through workshops held at the Tennessee site. Additionally, what had begun as an 
approach to literacy with Clark and Jenkins had grown into a fully-fledged tool for 
preparing individuals to fight racism. The effectiveness of the Citizenship Schools had 
already begun to spread to communities throughout the South but the uncertainty 
surrounding Highlander’s closing could not be ignored.  
 Horton’s notion that, “You can padlock a building. You can't padlock an idea,” 
would hold true, and the Citizenship Schools would find a new home with the SCLC. 
Horton’s suggestion that the program be adopted into the SCLC’s programmatic structure 
and the work of SCLC workers who agreed with the idea proved fruitful. The 
Citizenships Schools became a fixture in SCLC’s voter education efforts because they 
allowed SCLC’s voter registration efforts to reach a high volume of people. 
Consequently, the influence of Myles Horton’s philosophy of popular education 
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remained significant to the Citizenship Schools and the larger movement even though 
Highlander had been displaced. 
 The relationship that Horton had with helping develop the program was also very 
much associated with his belief that African Americans should in fact be in charge of the 
path the movement would take. Having this in mind, it is clear why he never took any 
formal leadership position with the organization engaged in the movement, but was keen 
to advise when asked. Horton was content with the effort to democratically educate 
people who may not otherwise have the opportunity by offering an open path to 
enlightened leadership. Known in many circles as the American father of popular 
education, Myles Horton’s role in advising SNCC leaders can also be found in the legacy 
of the Citizenship Schools he helped build. 
The SCLC: A New Home for Citizenship Schools 
 
 In early 1960 SCLC executive Ella Baker had begun to try to multiply much 
needed resources that could expand the organization’s voter registration work in an effort 
to play a bigger role in the movement. Through this work, Baker came into contact with 
the Citizenship Schools and encouraged the leadership of SCLC to look into different 
avenues to improve voter registration efforts.68
Baker was convinced that the improvement to voter registration could come from 
adult education. After travelling to Highlander in August 1959, she solidified this notion 
but no solid plans were made. SCLC worker James Wood also travelled to Highlander to 
explore the possibilities of the Citizen Schools as a follow up to Ella Baker’s earlier 
interest in utilizing the schools for SCLC voter registration efforts. Woods’ visit 
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coincided with Myles Horton’s suggestion that it be taken over by SCLC. Wood was 
quite taken with the program and its current success in South Carolina. Accompanying 
Wood’s endorsement was the Field Foundation’s confirmation that they would fund the 
program, under either organization’s banner; they were simply eager to fund it no matter 
who was in charge.69
 Wood recommended to SCLC leaders Martin Luther King and Wyatt T Walker 
that the organization accept Horton’s suggestion and take over the program because he 
thought it would be a valuable asset to furthering their mission. Thickening the plot was 
Highlanders idea to train a wider variety of citizenship teachers in one place, and then 
send them back to their communities to teach others what they had learned.
 
70
 The SCLC utilized Highlander’s new approach of training an increased number of 
teachers because the plan included expanding the geographic reach of the trainings and it 
would thus create a cadre of trained teachers.
 Wood was 
particularly impressed with this approach. The SCLC accepted Wood’s and Bakers 
exhortations about Citizenship Schools and the partnership was made official in February 
of 1960. 
71
                                                 
69 Garrow, Bearing the Cross: Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, 
149.  
 The plans would allow SCLC to train at 
least 240 teachers who would go back home and begin offering the leadership-based 
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 The next step would be formulating the staff of the SCLC Citizenship Education 
Program or the (CEP) as it was now called, and identifying a location for the trainings. 
Septima Clark who was by then Highlander’s Education Director, would become an 
SCLC staff member and direct the teaching aspects of the program. Dorothy Cotton, a 
veteran activist and also a new SCLC staffer who soon became its director of education, 
would direct recruitment. 
 Cotton had come to SCLC at the invitation of Wyatt T Walker after distinguishing 
herself in nonviolent direct action in Virginia; she would go on to become the highest 
ranking female staffer in the organization. Also, along with James Bevel and Andrew 
Young, Cotton would represent a somewhat younger contingent of the SCLC that 
spearheaded a bold Children’s Crusade in Birmingham in 1963.72
Cotton would be charged with travelling the South and organizing adults for the 
trainings in some of the most dangerous communities where Jim Crow held sway, which 
shows the CEP’s courage and determination. Throughout the CEP’s tenure, Cotton would 
champion the program as a tool for individuals interested in gaining the ability to vote to 
learn how to do so effectively. By the time SNCC Freedom Schools opened in 1964, the 
CEP would be running classes in some of the same communities in areas where both 
organizations voter registration activities would likely intersect. Although the SCLC 
worked minimally in Mississippi, an example of this intersection would be Albany, 
Georgia where both the SCLC and SNCC maintained programs. Both organizations had 
stayed active in Albany after they had challenged the city’s segregation policies in 
summer 1962. 
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A physical location for a training school would be the site of the defunct 
Dorchester Academy in Midway, Liberty County, Georgia, about an hour from Savannah 
on the southern coast of Georgia.73
 Andrew Young would later go on to serve as mayor of Atlanta, a US 
congressman, and the United Nations ambassador under President Jimmy Carter. But in 
1962 Young’s previous work had been as a minister in Marion, Alabama, where he faced 
threats from whites for urging his congregation and the black community to register to 
vote. While working in New York City in the youth division of the National Council of 
Churches he was inspired to travel back to the South to work within the movement for 
civil rights.
 Dorchester Academy was one of the 500 schools 
founded in the South by the Congregationalist Church’s American Missionary 
Association (AMA). The AMA was known for educating a number of newly freed slaves 
after the end of the American Civil War after basically following right behind the Union 
Army in its march south. Charged with directing the training school would be a United 
Church of Christ minister from New Orleans named Andrew Young. 
74
There was significance to Liberty County in particular because at the time it was 
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ten thousand citizenship educators were trained by the CEP with the hope that they would 
help the SCLC to mobilize a large number of blacks around voter registration. 
The basic goal of the CEP was to discover local community leaders in a way that 
reflected a concern for how those leaders fit into the social structure of the communities 
they served.76
Comparing and Contrasting Freedom School and the CEP 
 This way, the teacher could reach the members of the local black 
population in the same way as the earlier installments in South Carolina and Highlander 
had. Empowering them through literacy and illuminating the path to registering to vote 
while instilling a level of self-knowledge that the Jim Crow system could not disrupt. It is 
within this structure that the connections of Freedom Schools and the CEP seem more 
identifiable because of their encouraging of the student to use what they had learned as a 
call to action. Another way to clarify this thought is to factor in SNCC’s goal of building 
a generation of local leaders from the youth of Mississippi to the pedagogical examples 
set by Septima Clark and Myles Horton. Both advocated for students to develop their 
own sense of understanding about something that affected them and make decisions 
about what to do to change the problem. Next, we can utilize the organizational stability 
SCLC seems to have represented in broadening the reach of the trainings across the South 
and influencing new leaders.  
 
As Hogan states: “At times during this period, SNCC work brushed against the 
mobilizing efforts of SCLC ministers in the Deep South, At other times the two 
organizations worked in concert.”77
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bound them together, at least until after Freedom Summer.78 An example of this can be 
found first in the nonviolence trainings James Lawson had done with the Nashville sit-in 
students that eventually joined SNCC. The second example would then be Lawson’s 
relationship with Martin Luther King, Jr. and the nonviolence workshops that he did with 
SCLC as well.79
Without attempting to force a level of connectivity or an example of influence 
between the two programs, nonviolence strikes an interesting figure in comparing and 
contrasting. The teaching for both programs offered the student a chance to learn more 
social changed-based knowledge that sought to influence action. In both cases, 
nonviolence was a key to the fiber of organizational goals, and this highlights the 
discipline they hoped to instill while cultivating activism.  
 Nonviolent protest served as a tool of leadership in both Freedom 
Schools and the CEP even though both organizations had a distinct identity that related to 
their leadership styles.  
Further we can explore the generational considerations in the initial goals of each 
because Freedom Schools focused primarily on youth and the Citizenship Education 
Program trained mainly adults. Both programs helped guide the movement into educating 
people on more than one front, which was a feature of Freedom Schools, whose concern 
was that students needed more than the three R’s.  
It almost works as an imagined historical timeline of the wider strategies of the 
movement as they pertained to the atmosphere that developed Freedom Summer and the 
establishment of the Freedom Schools. The history associated with the Citizenship 
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Education Program within the larger movement helps to evolve the notion that both 
organizations’ educational priorities had major similarities. The SCLC’s Citizenship 
Education Program and the SNCC Freedom Schools both offered a high level of 
community-based local leadership development training to its students.  
Also, although SCLC had almost no presence in Mississippi as SNCC did, the 
reach of the CEP can be found in Mississippi’s struggle leading up to Freedom Summer. 
It must be kept in mind that Ella Baker as an SCLC executive and Highlander’s goals for 
Citizenship Education influenced a wider number of Southern blacks to register to vote. It 
is here that the story of a married, mother of three, Hattiesburg civil rights worker 
Victoria Jackson Gray, shows a level of relevance to the connection between the CEP and 
the SNCC Freedom Schools. In 1962, Gray travelled to CEP training in Dorchester, 
Georgia to learn how to set up a school and upon her return began working as a CEP 
teacher.80
Gray recruited and sent other teachers from Hattiesburg to Dorchester and had 
formed a group of CEP teachers. Also SNCC worker John O’Neal championed the use of 
the CEP toward such an effort as Hattiesburg became pivotal to the work SNCC would 
be doing in Mississippi.
 
81
It is at this point that the detailing of the relationship between the CEP and SNCC 
can be lost because the program is generally identified with the SCLC, but it was in effect 
“franchised” to various areas through the Dorchester trainings. Without putting too much 
 By 1963, after the Fifth Circuit Court ordered that blacks in 
Forrest County could not be held to a different standard than whites, SNCC made a 
concerted effort to register black voters.  
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emphasis on differences between the two organizations, this preceded passage attempts to 
illuminate the path to how the CEP as an educational tool was used by both organizations 
and served as a feasible example for SNCC Freedom Schools. Therefore, the detailing of 
the story of the Citizenship Education Program is important to conversations associated 
with educating emerging leaders during the movement. This makes it possible to submit 
the idea that SNCC member’s identification with the Citizenship Education Program 
made it at least a theoretical influence on the formulation of the SNCC Freedom Schools. 
Non-Violent High 
 
 A deeper look into the framework for Freedom School origins may also come 
from recognition of an event that may have precipitated and influenced Charles Cobb’s 
call for Freedom Schools. This event is tied in with the larger story of SNCC’s voter 
registration efforts in McComb, Mississippi, a city located geographically in the 
southwestern part of the state. McComb, a part of Pike County, would see SNCC 
operating in its confines in 1961, when Bob Moses arrived to register local African 
Americans to vote. 
 By the time Freedom Summer came in 1964, there was hesitation to allow 
operations in McComb after a retreat from this town, which was widely known as one of 
the toughest in Mississippi. In 1961 Moses and others had been assaulted several times in 
the McComb area, and there was no doubt that the chance for a violent reaction to civil 
rights work had not subsided by 1964. Also as previously mentioned (pg. 59) Herbert Lee 
had been shot in cold blood with no response from local, state, or federal law 
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enforcement. The local faction of the Ku Klux Klan was still committed to badgering 
civil rights workers and all who supported them with violence or fire bombings.82
 SNCC workers led by Moses had gone about laying a foundation by going door to 
door canvassing the community for people willing to try to register, even setting up a 
citizenship school to train them to take the literacy test. The killing of local SNCC 
supporter Herbert Lee had slowed the voter registration efforts, but the refusal of area 
high school students to quit became pivotal in furthering the movement in McComb. It is 
here that the foundations of SNCC’s success in working with teenagers would show in a 
powerful way, as local black teens became increasingly displeased with the treatment of 
their community. SNCC would prove to be a catalyst in improving the young people’s 
ability to be heard in the traditionally adult led movement by taking the students worth as 
organizers seriously. 
 
As McComb area teenagers became increasingly involved by staging sit-ins and 
working in voter registration, SNCC had a new supply of activists engaged in non-violent 
direct action. Payne describes the high school student’s involvement as an example of 
how SNCC’s fearless direct action tactics resonated with the youth of the communities.83
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McComb area teens began to plan and lead sit-ins and they also became adept at 
canvassing for voter registration often to the dismay of their parents as many wound up 
spending time in jail for their efforts. Although SNCC’s partnering with the younger 
activists in protest upset members of the community in McComb, the youth were known 
to defy even the SNCC staff’s advice.  
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In the fall of 1961, one hundred students walked out of their high school in protest 
of fellow student Brenda Travis’s suspension for her role in a sit-in. The school system 
suspended all one hundred students and later gave an ultimatum to force the students to 
sign agreements that they would no longer protest if they allowed back into school. The 
students refused, remained out of school, and also planned a march on city hall even 
though SNCC staffers had warned against this course of action. After the school 
suspensions and the student march, in October SNCC opened an impromptu school for 
50-75 students who had been suspended that was quickly dubbed “Non-Violent High” in 
October.84
SNCC workers took positions as teachers, with Bob Moses teaching math and 
other workers teaching subjects like world history, black history, art, and literature. 
“Non-Violent High” operated until mid-October when the state decided that all the SNCC 
workers were contributing to the delinquency of minors and sentenced them to six 
months in jail. Bruce Watson states that “Parallel schooling had been a SNCC dream and, 
for young blacks in Mississippi, a light in the wilderness,” making Non-Violent High a 
watershed experience for SNCC work in Mississippi.
  
85
Charles Cobb explains that many of the school administrators at the high schools 
and state funded HBCU’s were resistant to the idea of their students becoming involved 
 More importantly however, it 
showed the capacity for educating a significant number of black Mississippi youth 
outside of the confines of an oppressive school system. 
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in the movement.86 Conversely, the young people would not be silenced no matter what 
the circumstances held in regard to the potential for a suspension, or even an expulsion 
from school. The year 1961 was only three years removed from the widely known Little 
Rock 9, who braved violent resistance by whites to desegregate Little Rock, Arkansas’ 
Central High School.87
There was always the potential for Mississippi to react in a discriminatory way 
toward any attempt to subvert the Jim Crow structure prevalent in institutions like the 
school system; however, Non-violent High was a critical point in modeling SNCC’s 
ability to have an educational component that could support its work in places like 
McComb. This is evidenced by how the community reacted to the suspensions, which led 
to local support for the school, and the students continued involvement in protest while 
taking classes at Non-Violent High.
 Mississippi was poised to resist any changes like the 
desegregation case in Arkansas with great vigor; this is evidenced by the conviction of 
the SNCC Non-Violent High teachers. 
88
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Group-Centered Leadership as a Binding Origin 
 
 Charles Cobb’s assertion that Septima Clark and Citizenship Schools served as 
one of the influences for the decision to conduct Freedom Schools can be a basis for 
explorations into SNCC’s mindset during the time period. There is also a level of 
deduction that can point to the CEP providing a concrete example for SNCC to in regard 
to structuring an educational program. Further, there is the presence of Septima Clark and 
Myles Horton at the Freedom Schools curriculum planning conference, which also speaks 
to the weight of the Citizenship Schools example. 
 Aspects of the structural foundation of both projects are closely related, but the 
organizations differing leadership philosophies point to the reason for Freedom Schools 
to cast a unique shadow. This brings us to the example of SNCC mentor Ella Baker’s 
championing of participatory values as opposed to the more leader-centered approach of 
the SCLC. Baker was outspoken in her opposition to “undemocratic structures” that she 
saw as being perpetuated by the male dominated ministers in the SCLC.89
 Baker was able to guide the SNCC workers in a way that promoted asking 
questions, and listening, and developing a high functioning group-centered form of 
leadership. Group-centered leadership is realized when the ego of a leader is placed 
beneath the developmental needs of the group, which requires the leader to be able to 
deal non-destructively with their own need and recognition.
 
90
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This relative absence of hierarchy formulated the ability for communities to make 
their own decisions and lead themselves, which freed up the SNCC workers to train and 
organize activism.91
It stands to reason that through Baker’s guidance, SNCC worker Charles Cobb 
was able to form a question about what the benefit of including an educational program 
for youth would be. Cobb maintains that he and other SNCC workers were “impressed by 
Baker’s common sense, depth of experience and her willingness to share her experiences 
with the young activists.”
 Therefore as SNCC focused on cultivating local leadership they 
could operate free of one domineering singular leader and encourage a level of less 
pressurized open interaction. This is a critical thought about the non-positional but 
heavily influential role Ella Baker held within SNCC and her focus on assisting in idea 
formation. In this case, Freedom Schools are one such idea, and Mrs. Baker’s 
inclusionary values influenced the origin of SNCC implementing the youth programming 
as part of the Freedom Summer.  
92
Charles Cobb recounts that Martin Luther King Jr. actually wanted SNCC to 
become the youth wing of the SCLC, but Baker did not push this option on those 
gathered for the Raleigh conference.
 The non-hierarchical nature of the organization welcomed his 
thought process and the idea to work with Mississippi’s disenfranchised students was 
cultivated into an answer to a problem. This speaks to the nature of group-centered 
leadership in that it helps affirm the value of every individual voice being equal within 
the scope of group responsibility. 
93
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that guided an introduction into the group-centered approach that developed the core 
organizational structure of SNCC.94 Within this culture of meaningful consensus we can 
also find the origin of discussion as a means to form questions that became the guiding 
principle in Freedom Schools. Charles Cobb explained that the questioning nature of 
SNCC’s own meetings and conversations made the use of questioning for Freedom 
Schools an obvious choice, questioning one’s circumstances had become natural to 
SNCC members.95
The group-centered leadership approach allowed for these types of ingredients to 
meld together and form a framework of the philosophical influence on the origins of 
Freedom Schools. This thought can be further developed by noting that although the 
organization was mainly African American, SNCC members represented diversity in 
race, and areas like political orientation. One example could be found in Maria Varela, a 
Mexican-American who worked full time as an SNCC field worker in Selma, Alabama 
during the summer of 1964, the same time period as Freedom Summer.
 
96
The examples and comparisons this chapter has explored help to develop a sense 
that the spirit of SNCC Freedom Schools was grounded in the larger movement but still 
unique in its origins. This notion is derived from the example of SNCC following a 
group-centered leadership style as opposed to a hierarchical leadership style where one 
particular person takes the lead. The group-centered leadership style and the philosophy 
of participatory democracy that was influenced by Ella Baker and embodied by 
individuals like Bob Moses fostered a level of questioning in the members of SNCC. 
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Using this questioning methodology and the exposure to examples such as the CEP and 
their model of education that promoted social change helped to formulate the origins of 
the Freedom Schools. By 1964, SNCC had become adept at leading change, but also they 
had become keen observers of effective ways to further the cause of the larger movement. 
Therefore Freedom Schools seem to strike the figure of a natural progression of civil 
rights strategy as it related to expanding Freedom Summer’s objectives.  
Further, individuals that helped to popularize social education, such as Myles 
Horton and Septima Clark, provided SNCC workers with role models whose work was 
influential. Finally, the impromptu formation of the Non-Violent High and the 
employment of the concepts embodied by people like Baker, Horton, and Clark served as 
proof that alternative education in Mississippi was a possibility. All of these factors help 
to identify the origins SNCC Freedom Schools and the basis for SNCC’s acceptance of 
Charles Cobb’s suggestion that they be included in Freedom Summer. The next step 
would be developing the idea into a program that served the ideals of the organization 
while providing Mississippi’s youth access to their own untapped power.  
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Chapter V: Findings Part II – Planning the SNCC Freedom Schools 
“This Is the Situation” 
 
In Chapter IV, the narrative was concentrated on the origins of the Freedom 
Schools. Clearly, the schools held potential for groundbreaking change in the 
communities where they were organized, but the threat of violence associated with a civil 
rights undertaking as massive as Freedom Summer was also very real. There was the 
influence of role models such as Ella Baker, Myles Horton, and Septima Clark, as well as 
the examples of Non-Violent High and the Citizenship Education Program (CEP), both 
the Highlander and SCLC versions. Finally, the collective group-centered leadership style 
of SNCC that served as a binding and motivating force for social change brought the 
organization to the forefront of the movement. The mission and vision of the SNCC 
Freedom Schools was propelled by the organization’s interest in the furthering the black 
communities capacity to make demands.97
Charles Cobb on Freedom Schools 
 Therefore the decision to establish the 
Freedom Schools would now be followed by intensive pre-planning with the aim of 
setting the framework for an educational experience that would put the youth in position 
to make demands for their own future while eschewing “the way things were.” 
 
The Freedom Schools challenged the fabric of Mississippi’s determination to 
prevent black students from being involved in the educational process by not even 
providing the bare minimum of physical resources, such as school supplies or well-kept 
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buildings. However, the biggest failure to black students in Mississippi was the fact that 
they were being taught to be subservient agricultural laborers and nothing else.98
Charles Cobb explained the call for Freedom Schools by saying, “There really are 
two related strands to the history, of course.  One goes all the way back to slavery days. 




Cobb offered the example of the Virginia governor’s response to the Nat Turner 
rebellion in 1831:  “He banned black churches because he felt the rebellion had been 
facilitated by black preachers who taught reading in Sunday school.” Thus Cobb saw a 
whole history within the black experience in America out of which the use of alternative 
education for the black community became a necessity.  
 Cobb maintained that there had to be underground learning 
because the slave owners felt that an educated slave would be a rebellious slave and that 
this underground learning went all the way back to the nineteenth century.  
The second strand Cobb illuminated was education as a key aspect of the struggle 
for citizenship, full citizenship, in the middle of the twentieth century. The key person 
and founding mother of this idea in Cobb’s view was Septima Clark. According to Cobb, 
“We (SNCC) were hardly out of childhood when she began organizing ‘Citizenship 
Schools’ in the early 1950s, out of Highlander Center and began making a link between 
reading, writing literacy, and political literacy.”100
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Chapter IV theoretical analysis of the link between Freedom Schools and the Citizenship 
Schools.101
In regard to voting rights, one of the things that Cobb could see by the time SNCC 
field secretaries began working in the Deep South was the lack of educational resources 
for black people. This systematic mis-education of blacks was used as both a method and 
an excuse for denying them political rights for two centuries. As Cobb explained, “We 
could see early on ourselves as young people that there was this connection between 
education and political struggle,”
 
102
Furthermore, blacks also internalized the white supremacists deliberate use public 
education in Mississippi, and other parts of the black belt, to foster notions of black 
inferiority. SNCC’s Executive Committee, including John Lewis, Marion Barry, decided 
to approach education as one paramount issue in the context of the 1964 summer project. 
Cobb adds that they were able to take it on organizationally and logistically because “we 
had all the college students coming down.”
 the states deliberately kept black people illiterate, 
while at the same time demanding literacy as a requirement for voting registration.   
103
If the activities of Freedom Summer were meant to promote participatory 
democracy through the work of voter registration efforts and launching the MFDP, the 
Freedom Schools were a crucial exercise in teaching Mississippi’s black youth how to 
 Many of the Freedom Summer volunteers 
chosen from all over the country could presumably teach in the Freedom Schools. 
Although Cobb was quick to point out that he never ran or taught in a Freedom School 
because he worked mainly in voter registration that summer, it cannot be denied that he 
played a critical role in the pedagogical and practical preparation of the Freedom Schools.  
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maintain participatory democracy throughout their lives. Of high importance would be a 
curriculum that incorporated SNCC’s twin goals of leadership through direct action tied 
to foundational academic development of the youth who would take part.104
Planning the Freedom Schools 
 
 
The process of planning that came after Cobb’s suggestion is an important aspect 
to the story of Freedom Schools because it laid the practical foundations of what skills 
the teachers would be equipped with and what the students would be taught. At its core, 
the primary pedagogical goal was to promote discussion as a means for promoting 
questioning as a main path to the students defining themselves, as opposed to allowing 
Jim Crow that responsibility.  
The questioning method had been taught to the young SNCC workers by their 
mentor Ella Baker, who utilized frank, provocative questions and a nondirective style to 
help them focus on the issues and respond in an authentic voice.105 Also influential to the 
SNCC workers’ use of discussion and questioning was Myles Horton, head of the 
Highlander Folk School, who advocated the use of Socratic-style questioning.106 One 
method Horton utilized to this end was to allow students in Highlander workshops to 
control the content of what was happening in their discussions thus letting the workshop 
take its own direction.107
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edited and introduced in  Education and Democracy, accessed Dec, 2010. 
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 This philosophy dated back to the founding of Highlander when 
Horton developed the school’s educational philosophy around the notion that one learned 
105 Hogan, Many Minds, One Heart: SNCC's Dream for a New America, 40-41.  
106 Frank Adams, Unearthing Seeds of Fire: The Idea of Highlander (Winston – Salem: John F. Blair, 
1975), 119. 
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by doing, then analyzed the experience, and finally returned to the home community with 
greater knowledge and self-empowerment.108
Horton and Highlander’s philosophy also seems to connect to the Freedom 
Schools method of using discussion, with teachers asking the questions, and the students 
deepening the questions and then answering them, thus participating in the process of 
their own education.
 
109 Highlander’s workshops would encourage the participants to 
return to their communities and become involved in some sort of action in regard to 
social change. Horton became well respected by SNCC when he opened Highlander to 
SNCC for its planning sessions and allowed to them to freely attend the school’s 
workshops. Although both he and Baker generally remained in the background, their 
approach to finding solutions to problems seemed to be a motivation for SNCC to use 
discussion as a means for forming questions and seeking answers. SNCC leaders shared a 
clear idea that the Freedom Schools would provide a valuable lesson for the youth in 
questioning their circumstances as mentioned, but also in the context of the aim of 
creating a force of local organizers.110
This is summed up in the beginning passage of the prospectus for Freedom 
Schools submitted by Charles Cobb, then a SNCC field secretary, in December 1963: 
  
I would like to propose summer Freedom Schools during the months of July and August, 
for tenth and eleventh-grade high school students, in order to: 
1. Supplement what they aren’t learning in high schools around the state. 
2. Give them a broad intellectual and academic experience during the summer to bring 
back to fellow students in classrooms in the state, and 
3. Form the basis for statewide student action such as school boycotts, based on their 
increased awareness. 
                                                 
108 Myles Horton, The Long Haul, 57. 
109 Freire and Horton, We Make the Road by Walking: Conversation on Education and Social Change, 145. 
110 Charles Cobb (SNCC), phone interview with author, December 8, 2010. 




I emphasize tenth and eleventh-grade students, because of the need to be assured of 
having a working force that remains in the state high schools putting to use what it has 
learned.”111
 Furthermore, the Freedom School curriculum was shaped to challenge the rote 
memorization style of learning that black youth in Mississippi were accustomed to. Using 
discussion and questioning helped the students to learn the basics while at the same time 
helping them to articulate their desire for change. The classrooms’ physical settings were 
to be set up in a circle (long the custom at Highlander) to promote input from each of the 
students and to subvert the paradigm of the teacher as the authority. Within the proposed 
group discussions, questions such as “What alternatives does the Freedom Movement 
offer me?” were embedded in the learning process.
 The political education Freedom Schools would offer the teens could be 
sustained once they arrived back in schools after the summer break, broadening the reach 
of the movement to yet another facet of Mississippi society, the school system. 
112
This provided the group with even more opportunities to answer probing inquiries 
about their lives, which in turn could develop the idea that anything could be challenged. 
An example of this can be found in a speech lesson taught by SNCC leader Kwame 
Toure (then called Stokely Carmichael) that sought to help the students for questions 
about society’s expectations. Toure wrote eight sentences on a chalk board and put a line 
between them to signify their distinctions of what was considered proper English or 
improper English, the sentences had varying topics.  
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Toure then led the students in a discussion about the sentences that seemed to 
garner differing opinions in an effort to form questions that would have been derived 
from the conversations. For example, when one student answered his initial question, 
Toure retorted with another question that asked the student “what do you mean?” Toure’s 
line of questions remained non intrusive but probing enough to get a consensus of the 
thoughts of the class without alienating or confounding anyone’s participation in the 
discussion. When the class session ended, they had seemingly developed two collective 
questions through discussion that he encouraged them to think about for next time. I think 
that utilizing this sort of engaging but non-intimidating teaching style will assist in 
getting all of the participants to engage and share their thoughts.113
In the plans for Freedom Schools was also the use of student led plays, 
newspapers, freedom songs and poetry to act as an expressive extension to the questions 
raised by discussion. These arts-based features would provide a sense of value for the 
students that could be carried back once they returned to their local schools. As it stood, 
by the spring of 1964 the die was cast for the Freedom Schools to begin work in 
Mississippi at the outset of Freedom Summer. Political activist Staughton Lynd of 
historically black, all-female Spelman College’s history department had taken the job as 
director of Freedom Schools. Born in 1929, Lynd was the son of sociologists who 
instilled a level of social responsibility in him; Spelman was Lynd’s first teaching job 
after earning a doctorate at Columbia University. Lynd was known by SNCC, which was 
headquartered in Atlanta, Georgia, just like Spelman, for his support of student 
organizations like SNCC and the largely white Students for a Democratic Society (SDS).  
  
                                                 
113 Notes taken by Jane Stembridge about a class by Stokely Carmichael (Waveland Work-Study Institute, 
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According Lynd his involvement in Freedom School began after an encounter 
with SNCC’s John O’Neil: 
I was introduced to a young man named John O’Neil who said that he was a 
student from Southern Illinois University in Caro Illinois who was dropping out to 
join SNCC as a staff person.  And either he or some friend asked me, well could 
the Lynd’s put John O’Neil up for the night until he got his assignment from 
SNCC.  And of course, I said yes and equally of course of the movement of the 
‘60’s being the movement of the ‘60’s, it took John about a week to get his initial 
assignment, which was in Albany Georgia and southwest Georgia.  A year later, 
which would be the fall of 1963, I can’t remember the exact time but the phone 
rang and it was John O’Neil.  He had been transferred from Albany to Mississippi 
and he was calling me to say that SNCC would be sponsoring a Freedom Summer 
in the summer of 1964 and one program would be a freedom school program that 
had been suggested by SNCC’s staffer Charlie Cobb, and would I be interested in 
the director or coordinator of that program.114
 
 
The working criterion for the curriculum would be formulated with the convening 
of the Freedom Schools Curriculum Conference on May 21-22, 1964, in New York City, 
sponsored by the National Council of Churches. Here, the use of discussion as a means 
for forming questions would take firmer shape with the curriculum giving the students 
the chance to be actively involved in the learning.115
This meant that the curriculum would need to focus on fostering identification 
with how Mississippi’s racism was affecting the student’s socio-economic life and how 
this was detrimental to their human development as it related to their futures. The 
Summer Educational Committee, formed after the Executive Committee and COFO 
made the decision to begin the summer project, was charged with planning the 
curriculum. These persons would be responsible for developing a program that drew out 
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of the Freedom School students vital and unique ideas and questions that could contribute 
to their communities and the larger movement.116
The Curriculum: Schools without Walls 
  
 
Invited to the conference were representatives from many of the major civil rights 
organizations such as the SCLC, SNCC, CORE, SDS, some teachers’ unions, and the 
sponsor, the National Council of Churches.117 Several noted individuals present included 
Ella Baker, Septima Clark, and Myles Horton of Highlander, which shows the influence 
of the Citizenship Schools run by Highlander and then SCLC, and offers yet another link 
to the SNCC Freedom Schools.118
 The conference participants broke up into subgroups that focused on four 
elements of the Freedom School curriculum, which took into consideration that the 
teachers would not all be trained educators.  Most of them would be college student 
volunteers with minimal if any teaching experience. Therefore it would be imperative 
that the curriculum be built around the proposed strategy of student questioning that 
engaged in their personal transformations but it would also need to resonate with the 
teachers. This way the inquiry embedded in the discussions would be equally beneficial 
to both teachers and students and might foster the type of dialogue that the mainly white 
teachers could utilize to question society themselves long after Freedom Summer. 
  
 Subgroup One was tasked with developing a leadership training component, 
breaking up into smaller groups that produced a black history course and  an eight-unit 
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Citizenship section. The leadership portion would promote a level of understanding of the 
long tradition of black struggle leading up to and including the current movement. 
Further it would give the students a wider view of social issues and train the students in 
organizational skills that could, as an espoused aim of the schools, help develop their 
communities.  The units were as follows: the Negro in Mississippi, the Negro in the 
North, Myths about the Negro, the Power Structure, the Poor Negro, the Poor White, 
Material Things versus Soul Things, and a unit dedicated to the Movement itself.119
 Subgroup Two was also divided into two smaller groups that put together a 
remedial academic curriculum that rejected testing as a method for measurement in 
Freedom Schools. This conclusion was derived from the effect of testing in raising 
anxiety and fear among students already facing unequal treatment in the school system, 
which caused the group to deem standardized testing a tool of oppression. The other 
group provided what became the reading and writing portion of the curriculum, which 
was meant to lead students to write about their own experiences, such as canvassing for 
voter rights. Along with this was the directive for teachers to take into consideration the 
status of student skills in writing and work with them to improve these skills. To do this, 
they would encourage students to develop writing skills through writing poetry, 
alternative endings to stories, and stories for the Freedom School newspapers each school 
would be asked to start. The reading goals would be to encourage the students to be 
voracious readers of newspapers, books, and periodicals in hopes of planting a lifelong 
love for knowledge, especially of social issues.  This would hopefully nurture vital 
citizenship habits through the promotion of political and cultural awareness. Finally, 
 
                                                 
119 Kathy Emery, Sylvia Braselmann, and Linda Gold, eds. “Freedom Schools Curriculum Conference” 
edited and introduced in Education and Democracy, accessed Dec, 2010. 
http://www.educationanddemocracy.org 
   
 
94
student-centered evaluations of literature and word comparison skills would be developed 
through exercises provided to the teachers. 
 Subgroup Three, encompassing the largest number of the conference participants, 
handled the Contemporary Issues section of the curriculum to be focused on 
socioeconomic topics. The subgroup proposed that the teachers utilize thirteen case 
studies that would offer a level of new knowledge about the students’ place in Mississippi 
and American society.  The case studies would include lesson plans to guide the students 
in formulating meaningful questions on the specific subject matter. The subgroup planned 
for case study topics to be handed out to volunteers interested in imaginatively 
researching and developing them for classroom use.120
 The final Subgroup (Four) identified the non-academic work that the students 
could be involved in; it was aimed at supporting the general goals of the project. This 
brought the actual recommendation that the teachers use activities such as creative 
writing, drama, and participation in voter registration work over the summer. 
 
 More would need to be done to finalize the written curriculum, but what came out 
of the curriculum conference would have to be enough for the fast approaching Freedom 
Summer. It would be based on each student’s experiences and how they could be utilized 
to bring out active questioning as a way to develop their sense of understanding of how to 
change Mississippi’s social, political, and economic system. It would feature highly 
innovative approaches to prepare a generation of leaders that understood the participatory 
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role of communities in democratic self-governance. Moreover, the curriculum worked to 
tear down institutionalized discrimination by challenging the students to define their own 
sense of what was relevant to their own education. More simply put, the curriculum 
focused on empowering the students to ask why things were the way they were and to 
keep asking questions until those discussions produced answers that they could act upon. 
 When the prospective teachers arrived in Oxford, Ohio, for Freedom Summer 
training in June 1964, they could see that the curriculum was broken up into different 
headings devoted to participatory learning. The academic curriculum would teach from a 
political standpoint as well as remediate specific subject areas that students may have 
needed more work developing. The citizenship curriculum, heavily influenced by a 
Boston educator named Noel Day, who had experience developing Freedom School 
curricula, would offer guiding questions. Day had helped to organize one-day Freedom 
Schools during massive school “stay outs” in Boston that protested de facto school 
segregation in the city.  
 The questions, noted in the introduction to this dissertation – about the disparities 
between whites and blacks - would be worked through in group settings by following the 
seven units the curriculum conference produced in May 1964. At this point, the case 
studies and black history guide could be incorporated to augment the discussions that had 
arisen as a result of the subject matter, which fully involved the group. These thought 
provoking activities and lessons would be the most important portion of the “school day,” 
which along with the recreational and fine arts activities gave the teachers a concrete 
structure for the job.  
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 Freedom Schools’ director Staughton Lynd recalls that at one time the finalized 
curriculum was in the trunk of a car that travelled from his home in Atlanta to the 
trainings in Oxford, Ohio. Lynd maintains that “You can read about the conference in 
various books and articles, but truthfully most of the people at the conference, who said 
they were going to do things, didn’t do them.”121
Once in Oxford the finalized curriculum was distributed to the teachers assigned 
to the various schools.  Lynd emphasizes that his attitude toward the curriculum was that 
it was like a “security blanket.” If a teacher ran out of ideas about what to do with the 
kids, he or she could take a look at the curriculum but the fundamental approach was that 
teachers and students should collaborate in creating their own curriculum.   
  Lynd offers that there were certain 
items in the curriculum that had been published in a magazine and they were able to get 
reprints. As for the rest of the curriculum, Lynd and his wife typed the approved items on 
a hectograph machine with purple ditto masters; they were run off at the SNCC office 
and then traveled with the Lynd’s to Oxford.  
Lynd’s thoughts on the collaborative interpretation of what the curriculum could 
mean is summed up in his recollection of cases like the Freedom School at Shaw, in the 
Mississippi Delta, where political activity held a higher interest than the curriculum. 
Lynd recalls:  
I got a call from a young man who was a coordinator at Shaw Freedom Schools 
and I drove from Jackson to discuss things.  The solution at the school turned out 
to be that everybody would devote time to voter registration in the morning, and 
then they would come back to the school.  In this case, the fact that they had done 
voter registration together, created more interest in, for example, discovering that 
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Welcome to the Magnolia State 
 
 Having developed a curriculum at the New York conference, the physical 
locations for the Freedom Schools were identified. Already heavily active in some of the 
Mississippi communities where Freedom Schools would run, SNCC would build upon 
those relationships to find locations with the capacity and desire to house the schools. An 
example of this can be found in the building of community centers, which provided a 
boost to the credibility of SNCC because it showed an investment in the local 
community.123
Rita and Mickey Schwerner of CORE had already built one such community 
center in Meridian, providing services like youth recreation as well as a staging ground 
for voter registration activities.
 Community centers, also known as Freedom Houses, were also one of the 
three main objectives of Freedom Summer, although Freedom Schools and community 
organizing around voter registration and the MFDP were higher priorities and the two 
most well-known. The local community could go to SNCC community centers to learn 
about movement activities and feed their curiosity about what they could do within the 
movement to help change the unjust “closed society” of Mississippi. 
124
                                                 
123 Hogan, Many Minds, One Heart: SNCC's Dream for a New America, 167.   
 The Schwermers had opened a CORE field office in 
Meridian and worked tirelessly to promote civil rights; Mickey would pay the ultimate 
price for his idealism. Freedom Schools could be run through these types of established 
venues; some would be “fixed up” when the teachers arrived with the help of students 
and community members. In other cases churches opened their doors to accommodate the 
124 Watson, Freedom Summer: The Savage Season That Made Mississippi Burn and Made America a 
Democracy, 82.  
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summer schools. Such was the case in the seven Hattiesburg Freedom Schools, where 
150 students were expected, but 575 kids showed up to register on the first day.125
In Holly Springs, for instance, two houses were to be rented to accommodate 75 
students.  The city was home to historically black Rust College, which had become a base 
for increasing civil rights activism.
  
126
In Meridian, with a preexisting voter registration apparatus and a community 
center in place, a Baptist seminary was utilized as a Freedom School site. Meridian had 
served as a base of operations for COFO’s voting rights work since 1963. A ball field 
abutted the seminary building and the community center boasted a voluminous library 
available for Freedom School purposes.  
 Being a church run school, Rust was 
unencumbered by the state, allowing students to engage relatively freely in the struggle. 
Such colleges, though few, offered a sanctuary of sorts for Freedom Schools in particular 
and activism in general, perhaps in those instances making the duress less overwhelming. 
Along with the schools in Holly Springs, the site would also have a prominent presence 
in Freedom Summer by becoming a clearinghouse for the donated Freedom School 
library books.  
 SNCC planners mapped out the schools into Mississippi’s congressional districts, 
ranging from small rural towns to cities like Meridian, which was then the state’s second 
largest with a population of nearly 50,000 people. As SNCC and CORE established civil 
rights bases around the state, connections to the local black community became 
increasingly vital to the survival of the schools. This meant that SNCC workers would 
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need to continue walking door to door and working side by side with local blacks as they 
conducted their daily lives.127
In some cases though, locations for schools were just not available. An example 
of this can be found in Schwerner, Goodman, and Chaney’s murders. The threesome had 
gone to investigate the burning down of a Neshoba County black church that was set to 
serve as a Freedom School. The church would have been Andrew Goodman’s Freedom 
School site. In such cases the learning process would have “spiritual” enclosures in lieu 
of whatever physical structures that may have been missing or destroyed.  The teachers 
and students made the most of whatever limited resources they could contrive as they 
travelled the summer’s educational journey together.  
  
Here we can explore some of the personal stories of actual Freedom School 
teachers within the context of the aforementioned circumstances and developments. 
These volunteers seem to have embodied the servant-leadership as individuals that made 
the conscious choice to join the efforts of SNCC in Mississippi and helped lead their 
students into a contemplation of their own lives; in the story of SNCC Freedom School 
teacher Chris Hexter, we find one such example. 
Flashback: Chris Hexter - St. Louis to Ruleville 
 
Within his larger discussion of “servant leadership,” Robert Greenleaf looked at 
the teacher as servant with emphasis on the moral characteristics of the teacher, which 
would provide pathways to leadership development among his/her students.128
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 The cycle 
of leadership would then be carried on as the socially mobile students began to teach the 
leadership they had learned in their various communities.  Applying this perspective, it 
128 Robert Greenleaf, Teacher as Servant: A Parable.  
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stands to reason that the individuals who taught in the SNCC Freedom Schools proved to 
be exemplars of Greenleaf’s thoughts on the teacher as servant leader, for better or for 
worse.  
As previously mentioned, one exemplar was Chris Hexter,129
Hexter had just completed his freshman year at the University of Wisconsin - 
Madison when he heard about the summer project from SNCC supporters he knew. He 
had also read James Silver’s Mississippi: the Closed Society, published in 1963. Hexter 
was no stranger to social justice initiatives, having engaged in demonstrations against the 
Sharpsville Massacre in South Africa, when the apartheid government opened fire on 
unarmed demonstrators on March 21, 1960. Hexter was also a veteran of CORE-
organized sit-ins in his hometown of St. Louis, yet he was not even out of his teens when 
he went to Mississippi.  Hexter applied and was accepted as a Freedom Summer 
volunteer and was assigned to work as a teacher in the proposed Freedom Schools.  He 
convinced his parents that he would be safe and earned their blessing to go to Mississippi.     
 a member of the 
second wave of Freedom Summer volunteers to leave for Mississippi. He was still at the 
Freedom Summer trainings in Oxford, Ohio, when the horrific news came that three civil 
rights workers who had been training in Oxford the week before had gone missing in 
Philadelphia, Mississippi.  
“I came from a liberal family,” Hexter shares, and his parents lived up to the 
messages about social justice they conveyed to him by allowing him to go as long as he 
stuck to teaching in the Freedom Schools and did not put himself at significant risk by 
picketing or engaging in voter registration. Assigned to work in Ruleville and Indianola 
in the Mississippi Delta region, he ended up being arrested three times anyway for the 
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very things he promised his parents he would not do.  He says whimsically of his parent’s 
reaction to his arrests, “They handled that well as well.”130
  Hexter remembers the Ohio training as involving “a series of lectures about 
various aspects of Mississippi – its injustice system.” They were taught about Mississippi 
history, its police state behavior, poverty, the social conditions and customs into which 
they would be heading.  He encountered the curriculum alternatives that he and the other 
teachers would utilize. He took part in workshops with his assigned team which was 
slated for Sunflower County.  
 
Hexter recalls that he met Staughton Lynd, director of the Freedom Schools, on 
the first night.  Lynd was joining the History faculty at Yale University the same year that 
his father was also moving from Washington University (St. Louis) to Yale.  Hexter 
interacted with SNCC workers Lawrence Guyot and James Foreman. According to 
Hexter, the trainees heard from speakers in plenary sessions such as Bob Moses and 
representatives from the National Lawyers Guild, who as earlier mentioned would be 
acting as legal counsel for the volunteers. 
Upon reflecting on the Oxford sessions, Hexter found that the most important 
aspect was that he understood that the curriculum was associated with rallying behind the 
movement by questioning the state of affairs for African Americans in Mississippi. “For 
the adults we would be teaching,” Hexter remembers, “the curriculum focused on civics 
related issues, the Mississippi state constitution, nutrition and various other courses 
building up skill sets.”131
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  Hexter continues:  “For the teen-aged students we worked 
with, the sky was the limit in understanding the materials we worked with – Mississippi 
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history, civic history (the Constitution and Bill of Rights), the process of building a 
political party like the adults were doing, writing including poetry, and African American 
history.”132 The nineteen year-old, white college student Chris Hexter from St. Louis, 
Missouri, journeyed to Mississippi that summer to help SNCC convey a remarkable 
message of freedom and empowerment to his Freedom School students. That message, as 
historian J.T. Moye suggests was that black Mississippians could govern their own 
system of values, a system different than the white-supremacist system they had been 
educated by to that point.133
Of his teaching in Indianola and Ruleville, two different Freedom Schools in 
close proximity to each other, Hexter remembers: “For the first week we organized a 
library from books sent by supporters from around the country. Then we began teaching 
classes, all outdoors in Ruleville, due to the size of small vacated home in which the 
school was established.”
 
134  Hexter further recalls that “Sometimes we had to teach the 
adults in the morning and early afternoon and the kids later in the afternoon due to their 
attendance at public school in the summer arranged around the cotton planting and 
picking schedule. The Ruleville Freedom School was open to whoever wanted to attend; 
both adults interested in registering to vote and children attended the school during 
Freedom Summer.135 Hexter offers further that when Freedom Schools broke into 
Indianola later in the summer, they were able to teach many of their classes indoors due 
to our having a larger facility.”136
                                                 
132 Hexter (Ruleville and Indianola Freedom Schools teacher), e-mail to author, January 4, 2011. 
  
133 J. Todd Moye, Let the People Decide: Freedom and White Resistance Movements in Sunflower County, 
Mississippi 1945-1986, 122. 
134 Chris Hexter (Ruleville and Indianola Freedom Schools teacher), e-mail to author, January 4, 2011. 
135 Moye, Let the People Decide: Freedom and White Resistance Movements in Sunflower County, 
Mississippi 1945-1986.   
136 Hexter (Ruleville and Indianola Freedom Schools teacher), e-mail to author, January 4, 2011. 
   
 
103
Both Ruleville and Indianola are located in Sunflower County, Mississippi, home 
of Fannie Lou Hamer, the inspirational activist in the struggle for racial justice in 
Mississippi.137 Hamer was highly regarded, in fact revered, for her activism and her role 
in forming the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP). The MFDP was founded 
as a response to the state Democratic Party’s segregationist policy that rendered blacks 
ineligible to participate. After black voters were prevented from casting votes in the June 
1963 Mississippi primary election, SNCC and COFO organized an alternative "Freedom 
Ballot" to take place at the same time as the November 1963 elections.138
  Akin to the creation of Freedom Schools as an alternative to the discriminatory 
educational system in Mississippi, the “Freedom Ballot” protested denial of black voting 
rights. Close to 80,000 people cast freedom ballots for an integrated slate of candidates. 
Subsequently the MFDP became a major thrust of the Freedom Summer project as COFO 
built on the success of the Freedom Ballot by establishing the MFDP in April 1964.
  
139
None of the recent history of Mississippi was lost on the young Chris Hexter. He 
understood the gravity of what he was embarking on the minute he arrived in Sunflower 
County with his group. He knew that he had a lot to learn, he was nervous about how he 
would compare with his peers, and about the state he would be working in for at least two 
 
The MFDP, open to both races, aimed to challenge the regular Mississippi Democratic 
Party during the 1964 Democratic National Convention by seating its own delegates. 
Hamer would play a major role as vice chairwoman of the MFDP delegation and its 
symbolic leader. 
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months. He felt awe at the leadership of SNCC, and anxious excitement about what they 
were about to do in a place where they were truly not welcomed by the white majority 
but rather hated. Like many other volunteers, Hexter sensed that although there was 
danger, the high school students they would be working with were facing the same 
dangers their parents and grandparents had faced before them. If his students, their 
families, and the community could face the threat of violence, then why couldn’t he and 
his colleagues share the risk? 
In Hexter’s view, the school, particularly in Indianola, became the focal point for 
the community because it served as the local headquarters and meeting place for the 
students’ activism. During the day, it was the place many people visited to find out what 
was happening with the movement in regard to upcoming mass meetings or voter 
registration activities planned for the evening. It is here that we can approach the question 
of leadership while under duress because Indianola and Ruleville would see violence as a 
result of the voting registration work being done there. Sunflower County had a history of 
violence against civil rights workers. Charles Cobb and other SNCC organizers had once 
been subdued at gunpoint by the town’s mayor.140
Hexter offers that in spite of duress, organic leadership was developed during the 
SNCC Freedom Schools. He offers that, “First for the most part, the students attending 
 This served as a stark reminder that 
Mississippi could be a dangerous place to work for civil rights— the process of 
leadership development could meet obstacles as frightening as a town mayor’s violent 
posturing. 
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already were the natural leaders among their peers.”141 In Hexter’s opinion, “They had 
the guts, gumption and chutzpah to risk sanctions from the white community including 
death threats so serious that one of the youth leaders (the Captain of the Gentry High 
School football team) had to escape to Chicago.142 Others distinguished themselves by 
their written work, their ability to speak and/or their participation in the politics of the 
Mississippi Student Freedom Democratic Party, a youth wing of the MFDP.143
Hexter wished that the feelings and excitement of the students at the Freedom 
Schools could catch on now in the present-day larger community because as he stated in 
2010: “Freedom School kids had the skills, smarts and charisma to get involved in the 
movement while many stayed out.” As he mentioned, Hexter himself was arrested three 
times in Mississippi during Freedom Summer and was once placed in a holding cell full 
of other whites who were not involved with the movement. Fortunately he was not 
attacked as other white workers had been in similar instances in Mississippi and other 
parts of the South where civil rights workers were active. Within the level of danger 
associated with Hexter being arrested and held we can find an example of the type of 
leadership that can be developed under extreme duress. This example can be highlighted 
because the arrests and danger did not deter Hexter, he completed the entire summer thus 
showing that forming leadership under duress has implications for committed leaders. 
 The 
students developed their political identities by engaging in mock political activities that 
mirrored the adult political platforms that were being acted upon as the MFDP challenged 
the electoral system.  
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According to Hexter, “That summer made an indelible mark on my life. Being 
part of something much bigger than me and feeling like I was part of a major historical 
event changing this country. I still have some friends from that summer with who I look 
forward to getting together at our next reunion in Indianola.”144
Hexter then embarked on a career in labor law, which maintained his commitment 
to social justice work, but his volunteer efforts have been equally significant. Chris 
Hexter and a law firm colleague go to read once a week to disadvantaged school children 
in an effort for his law firm to stay involved in their community. Hexter, a member of the 
Jewish faith, has also been instrumental in cultivating an almost 20 year relationship with 
an African American Christian Church which has resulted in various community service 
initiatives. 
 Hexter’s recollection of 
Freedom Schools leads to his own story of leadership growing out of his involvement as 
a teacher with Freedom Schools during Freedom Summer. After completing his 
bachelor’s degree from the University of Wisconsin in 1969, he continued at the 
university’s law school earning a Juris Doctorate in 1972. 
One of these initiatives was a mentoring program that has grown from a small 
grass roots project to a city wide initiative that incorporates a large number of African 
American youth. Now well into his sixties, Hexter still works for change that crosses 
racial lines just as he did as a Freedom School teacher. Chris Hexter’s story and his wish 
that the feeling of excitement of the Freedom School students in 1964 would catch on in a 
wider fashion today relate to the possibilities for contemporary black youth leadership 
development.  Hexter serves an example of a veteran of the movement who has an 
intergenerational interest in black youth, whom many may term still disenfranchised, that 
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was developed from his time as a Freedom School teacher. His profile speaks to the 
lasting imprint of the model Freedom Schools created, and helps build a level of 
relevance for its use and intergenerational effectiveness in contemporary settings. 
The Teacher as Servant: Freedom School Teachers 
 
The volunteer teachers who would help the youth of Freedom Schools usher in a 
new sense of empowerment in their role as citizens, most directly in Mississippi, came 
from all over the country. Some were idealistic college students like the regular SNCC 
workers; and some were seasoned professional educators dedicated to the goals and 
vision of the call to come south.145
 The roughly five hundred Freedom Summer volunteers were accepted to work as 
voting rights organizers, with roughly two hundred of them re-assigned to work as 
Freedom School teachers; the professional teachers were specifically recruited to apply 
their expertise. Whether volunteers were chosen for Freedom Schools or voter 
registration, recruitment for Freedom Summer was a selective process. Guidelines 
required that applicants had no trepidation to work under black leadership, possessed a 
burning desire to learn about Mississippi, and a commitment to work with the local 
leadership, not undermine it.
 Recruitment seemed initially to be much like that of 
the average summer job or internship, where volunteers would fill out applications, be 
interviewed, and await an invitation. 
146
SNCC recruiters were wary of volunteers with a martyr complex or the desire to 
gain glory, because it could obviously jeopardize the summer project. Ninety percent of 
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the 650-700 volunteers chosen to work were white and hailed from some of the nation’s 
top institutions; some non-students were also offered an opportunity to join Freedom 
Summer (like the veteran teachers). The volunteers of Freedom Summer represented a 
cross section of American society ranging from wealthy to middle class, to blue collar 
and represented a varied geographic profile.147
Sandra Adickes was one of the trained teachers that joined up. Already in her 
twenties by the time of Freedom Summer, she was a veteran of the Prince Edward 
County Freedom Schools.
 
148 Farmville’s schools had chosen to close when faced with the 
prospect of being forced to integrate after the US Supreme Court ruled against separating 
schools by race in 1954. As a result, black leaders established Freedom Schools to help 
remedy the lack of schooling for children whose parents could not afford to send them 
out of state for school while the battle for equality waged. In the summer of 1963, 
Adickes taught in this embattled community’s experiment with Freedom Schools after 
being recruited that spring by the United Teachers Federation.  Adickes and some of her 
New York public school colleagues joined a cadre of college student volunteer teachers 
who spent their summer working in the Farmville, Virginia, Freedom Schools (not a 
SNCC undertaking). Adickes recalls being recruited straight out of Farmville in late 1963 
to work in Mississippi the coming summer by SNCC staffer Ivanhoe Donaldson.149
Adickes credits her movement work as being sparked by her Methodist 
upbringing and the Christian lessons of peace and love she learned attending church and 
Sunday school as a child. Moreover she identified better with the cutting-edge curriculum 
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developed for the Mississippi Freedom Schools because of the use of discussion and 
question forming, among other innovative practices.150
 Along with the Ohio Freedom Summer trainings in June 1964, all of the teachers, 
credentialed or not, had to pay for the opportunity to participate:  $150 for expenses and 
$500 for bail should they be arrested. They also were required to bring three photographs 
of themselves in case the need arose to publicize a disappearance, their own.
 Adickes could not leave New 
York until the completion of her public school contract and thus did not have the 
opportunity to train in Ohio but trained rather in Memphis. Adickes then taught in 
Hattiesburg at the Priest Creek Missionary Baptist Church Freedom School where one of 
her students was fifteen-year-old Jimella Stokes, whom we got acquainted with in 
Chapter IV. 
151
 SNCC sent out a memorandum to all Freedom School teachers explaining the 
values and philosophy of the Freedom Schools that they would soon inhabit, and a guide 
to the curriculum that would be their responsibility to follow.
 Those 
under the age of twenty-one would need parental permission. This could prove to be a 
challenge for parents fearing for the safety of their children. Although nineteen year-old 
Chris Hexter was supported by his parents, many Freedom School teachers had to beg, 
cajole, and outright defy their families in making their way South. 
152
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The most gripping information that the volunteers received may have been “Notes 
on Teaching in Mississippi,” which began with the telling phrase “This is the 
situation.”153
The following portion of the document was drafted by Noel Day, the Boston 
teacher who had previously developed Freedom School curricula: 
  It detailed the full environment that teachers would be exposed to in 
Mississippi, the inferior educational conditions, and pointers on running their classroom 
or its reasonable facsimile.  Importantly, “Notes” introduced the volunteers to the use of 
discussion as a means to form questions. 
The basic suggested method is discussion (both as a class and in small groups) because of 
the opportunities this method provides for: 
 
1. Encouraging expression. 
2. Exposing feelings (bringing them into the open where they may be dealt with 
productively). 
3. Permitting the participation of students on various levels. 
4. Developing group loyalties and responsibility. 




The document detailed the atmosphere the teachers would face with sections 
focusing on the students’ potential behavior, expectations of the teachers, and likely 
problems with white hostility.   It offered fifteen techniques for leading discussions and 
fostering critical questioning.155
 These suggestions and techniques from “Notes on Teaching” offered the teacher 
the latitude to ask questions such as the basic questions, detailed in Chapter I, that were at 
the core of Freedom School pedagogy. They are as follows: 
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Why are we (teachers and students) in Freedom Schools?  
What is the Freedom Movement?  
What alternatives does the Freedom Movement offer us?  
What does the majority culture have that we want?  
What does the majority culture have that we don't want?  
What do we have that we want to keep? 156
 
 
This type of interaction created an atmosphere where the teacher’s initial questions and 
the student’s discussions were aimed at prompting deeper probing questions as a way of 
furthering the student’s ability to define what was relevant for themselves. For the 
teachers, “Notes on Teaching” set the tone for what may have lay ahead in their 
classrooms, but the summer itself still remained a mystery. 
The scene was precariously set, as the ever present threat of violence and the 
forces of hate, well entrenched in Mississippi, rallied around the ongoing counter 
campaign to deny the rights afforded its black citizens. Bob Moses had begun a campaign 
to raise much needed funds to support the summer project, and SNCC workers had 
already set about the Mississippi countryside arranging for places to house the schools. 
Rent would need to be paid plus the need for black families brave enough to billet white 
volunteers, whose skin color made them easy targets for the white opposition to identify 
for reprisals. 
 Enough books to service the entire assortment of Freedom School libraries were 
collected after supporters from across the country sent boxes of used books after the call 
for such donations was advertised. College campuses with “Friends of SNCC” chapters 
held benefits and COFO workers publicized the coming Freedom Summer and the merits 
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of supporting its efforts.157 The buzz around events like the January 21, 1964, Freedom 
Day in towns like Hattiesburg and the impending summer alerted potential students of 
Freedom Schools to the opportunity to be a part of something important to their own 
futures. It was not that Mississippi’s African American teachers were inept, under skilled, 
or dispassionate. There was a history of black teachers and schools in the South playing a 
critically vital role within the community, but ultimately they too were often beholden to 
the repressive educational system.158
Black teachers faced overcrowded classrooms and a lack of resources that 
resulted in a high school graduation rate of fewer than ten percent.  If blacks could be 
killed for simply attempting to vote, one could only imagine that schoolteachers 
protesting unequal education might be fired, subjected to violence, or both. These 
conditions seemed to prescribe the gathering storm of nonviolent social change that 
Freedom Summer set in motion as volunteers made their way to Oxford, Ohio, in June 
1964.  
 
Oxford, Ohio and Ominous News from Neshoba County 
 
 The summer of 1963 had seen the assassination of Mississippi NAACP leader 
Medgar Evers in June, and the white Mississippi power structure worked tirelessly to 
continue to deny blacks the right to vote. SNCC workers had already solidified their 
place in the Civil Rights Movement and in history with major campaigns for racial justice 
all over the South. Many had already endured savage beatings, dropped out of college 
and become masterful organizers in some of the most unforgiving of circumstances.  
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 Some, like Holly Springs project coordinator Cleveland Sellers whose father had 
forbidden his activism, had disobeyed their parents’ warnings and dropped out of school 
to work full time in various SNCC projects in the South.159
 Roughly 250 volunteers arrived for the first weeklong training at the Western 
College for Women in Oxford, Ohio, after being chosen to volunteer for Freedom 
Summer.
 The road toward widespread 
change in Mississippi would be riddled with the violence that stemmed from white 
supremacy, but the Mississippi Summer Project was getting ready to confront it head on. 
The stage for the work ahead began to take shape in the small southwestern Ohio college 
town where the training and staging for Freedom Summer would be held. 
160
 
  This first group would be assigned to voter registration, and the second 
group of roughly 280 volunteers would be assigned to teach in Freedom Schools. A vast 
majority of the summer volunteers were just reaching the age of twenty-one and were full 
of idealistic fervor. 
 Nonetheless, they reported for duty along with another distinct group, the veteran 
SNCC workers, mostly African American, who had been called in for training as well. 
These workers wore the denim bib overalls and weathered boots that had become 
something of a uniform for SNCC workers in the field. Some carried fresh scars from 
their nonviolent stance against the brutal rage in small southern towns, a stark difference 
from the conservatively dressed young men and women that represented the America that 
blacks had never experienced.  
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The planners of Freedom Summer, with SNCC leading the effort, had developed 
the project with SNCC’s Bob Moses as the project director. Mississippi had the lowest 
percentage of black voters in the United States despite blacks comprising over 40% of its 
population. The orientation to Mississippi would hammer this point to the volunteers as 
they prepared to go organize; the SNCC workers would do this by telling the truth about 
just how violently organized the white Mississippi power structure was.  
Prior to the volunteers’ arrival, the state legislature had passed a statute 
prohibiting anyone in Mississippi from teaching or advocating for any changes in 
agriculture or industry, or changes in control politically and socially.161
 The hardened SNCC workers were uneasy with the naïve idealism of the white 
volunteers.  The latter harbored their own fears of what awaited them in Mississippi and 
although many of the white volunteers were not fully aware of what lay ahead, they were 
determined.   For example, sociologist Doug McAdams offers that most of the white 
volunteers were forever changed by their experiences in Freedom Summer, and continued 
 Already poised to 
collect names and information about the volunteers was the Mississippi State Sovereignty 
Commission, which was an appendage of the state legislature. The Sovereignty 
Commission’s mandate was to protect the sovereignty of Mississippi (or simply the 
institution of segregation) against any attempts toward racial equality. This mandate 
extended beyond blacks in Mississippi to include progressive whites as well, thus making 
the white Freedom Summer volunteers welcome targets for state-sponsored beatings or 
killing. It would take the training in Ohio for the volunteers to understand these factors, 
but nothing could truly prepare them for the actual experience of being in Mississippi. 
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to lead social change beyond 1964, often using tactics learned in Mississippi. One such 
person was Freedom Summer veteran Mario Savio, who helped lead the Berkeley Free 
Speech Movement upon his return to the University of California at Berkeley in Fall 
1964.162
 Nonviolent training, led by Rev. James Lawson, would utilize role playing in 
gauging the volunteers’ ability to work in the harsh Mississippi environments where they 
would be stationed. The more sobering aspect of the nonviolent training came to the fact 
that people were risking their lives.  By making this choice, you could be dead within a 
few days or weeks; unbeknownst to the volunteers, death threats had already been called 
in to the Oxford campus.
  
163 Another important workshop focused on legal rights. Here 
the volunteers learned how to deal with local police, although many of them were 
complicit in extralegal coercion and terror. John Doar, the “man on the ground” as 
Assistant Attorney General for Civil Rights in the Justice Department, addressed the 
volunteers. Doar had been involved in litigating and prosecuting some of the most 
significant voting rights violations. He had escorted James Meredith as he desegregated 
the University of Mississippi in October 1962 after being barred from enrolling.164  Doar, 
well respected by many in the movement, was heckled when he explained that the Justice 
Department could not protect the workers.165
As Staughton Lynd, national director of the Freedom Schools recalls,  
  
 
Doar’s “rap” was, “Well we wish you people all the luck in the world, but we 
can’t do anything for you.  And I remember asking him a question.  I said, “Look 
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Mr. Doar, in 1895 there was a national railroad strike and the Federal Government 
managed to send troops to Chicago on a theory that the strike was interfering with 
the Federal mail.”  Now I said, “If the United States government could send 
soldiers to Chicago on a made-up theory like that one, don’t tell me that you 
couldn’t send Federal Marshals to the South.  It was a big deal of course, because 
of a matter of days or even hours after he and I had that exchange, the three young 
men turned up missing.166
 
 
The three young men were SNCC organizer Andrew Goodman and CORE field 
workers James Chaney and Mickey Schwerner. Both Schwerner and Chaney were 
veteran civil rights workers in Mississippi, and Goodman had just arrived, fresh from the 
Oxford training. In fact, Chaney and Schwerner had hand picked Goodman at the Ohio 
training to run the Freedom School slated for Neshoba County. Now, during the second 
week, when the Freedom School teachers were being taught how to navigate Mississippi, 
Bob Moses stood before them and announced that the three workers were missing. All 
three had been travelling under the cover of night when they vanished in Neshoba 
County.167 The sheer inhumanity of how these three young movement heroes perished 
would not be known until their bodies were found on August 2, 1964. Both Goodman and 
Schwerner were white and Jewish, and Chaney a black native of Meridian whose own 
great grandfather had vanished after refusing to sell his land to a white man.168
 At the close of the Oxford trainings, armed with all that they had learned about 
nonviolence and the strategy, tactics and goals of the Mississippi Freedom Project, the 
volunteers  joined together to sing freedom songs. Any tensions that related to race 
between the veteran SNCC staffers and the volunteers had somehow dissipated, at least 
momentarily. They continued to sing as the buses travelled south. The imminent danger 
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hit close to the Freedom School teachers when Charles Cobb and Stokely Carmichael 
briefly went missing while heading to Mississippi to investigate the disappearance of the 
three missing workers.169
Class Is in Session 
 Within these frightening circumstances the courageous 
volunteers would “open the doors” to the Freedom Schools intending to help change the 
youth and communities they would serve. Arrests and beatings were no doubt in many of 
their immediate futures, but there was work to be done. In their minds freedom could 
wait no more.  Freedom Schools were a pathway to that end. 
 
In The Legacy of a Freedom School, Sandra Adickes recounted that a daily 
routine in the Palmer’s Crossing Freedom School in Hattiesburg began with a morning 
session that ran from 8:00 am until 11:00 am and then reconvened evenings from 7:30 
pm to 9:30 pm. In this community, the mass meetings and community activities were 
held in the afternoon. According to Adickes the school day began with all the students 
gathered together as one of the teachers gave a presentation based on the “Guide to Negro 
History,” found in the Freedom Schools curriculum. After the presentations the students 
and their teachers dispersed to classrooms for small-group discussions with the daily 
presentation as the topic. Next, the students divided once more, but this time into 
individual subject areas; Adickes taught English, another teacher taught history and a 
third teacher taught mathematics.  
Adickes and the rest of the school community were forced to adjust when the 
temperature rose to blistering levels, usually reaching above ninety degrees before noon. 
They moved their classes outside and sat in circles under the trees. Adickes offered that 
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in a very short time the students were fulfilling the goals set for the Freedom Schools by 
making their own experiences part of the curriculum and analyzing and challenging the 
basic precepts of their society.170
 In the second week of July 1964, over thirty Freedom Schools opened in 
Mississippi with around 280 teachers, a set curriculum, and a wide body of resources in 
terms of books and other donated school supplies.  As we have seen, the curriculum had 
been formulated to guide Freedom School students toward transforming their images of 
themselves and encouraging them to question the oppressive social structure in 
Mississippi at all levels. Teachers had a defined role as class leader but only in the sense 
that they worked more as facilitators of the questioning method and the rest of the 
curriculum. The nature of the classes and the teaching/learning process had been forecast 
in “Notes and Teaching,” addressed during the Ohio training. In Oxford, the SNCC 
organizers explained that the explicit curriculum should be modified to fit the spontaneity 
or serendipity of the discussion so the daily schedule would blend informal structure with 
improvisation, like a pedagogical equivalent of the African American musical invention 
jazz.  
 
The daily schedules in Freedom Schools were not all the same. Ruleville’s 
Freedom School differed from Palmer’s Crossing, for example. It was planned to look 
like this: 
 
9:00-9:15 Civil rights songs 
9:30-10:30 Core classes: Negro history and Citizenship curriculum 
10:30-11:30 Choice of dance, drama, art, auto mechanics, guitar and folk singing, or 
sports 
12:00-2:00 School closed  
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2:00-4:00 Classes in French, religion, crafts, music, playwriting, journalism 
4:00 Seminar on nonviolence 171
 Although this schedule had to be modified to accommodate the cotton picking and 
public school schedule at times, we see that the civil rights songs would be a motivating 
and unifying activity to start the day. The core classes would be the forum for discussion 
to form critical questions, and the extracurricular classes would balance out the morning. 
After a long lunch, more subject specific classes that could generate more discussion and 
questioning led into a calming activity like creative writing or drama. Finally, the seminar 
on nonviolence would be the culminating lesson of the day, leading to the activities the 
students would engage in during the evenings and weekends around the right to vote, for 
example. 
 
The seminars in nonviolence played a significant role in ensuring that students 
followed the protocol of nonviolent social protest, SNCC’s embraced ethic and practice. 
It should be kept in mind that the strategy of nonviolence was something that some 
SNCC members struggled with, as it had been debated within the organization since its 
inception.172 Also, nonviolence was often only theoretical, and seemingly impractical, in 
relation to some of the students’ households where rifles were owned to return fire on Ku 
Klux Klan “knight riders” looking to intimidate or kill movement sympathizers.173
 Nonetheless, the nonviolent discipline that SNCC organizers had shown when 
spat upon and beaten during the sit-ins and freedom rides or while trying to register 
blacks to vote found its way into Freedom Schools. Therefore it would be imperative to 
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convey the same message of nonviolence to the students engaged in voter registration 
work after school ended for the day. These youngsters were endangering themselves and 
had to be equipped with tools that were both efficacious and self-protective.   
 It can be easily imagined that the atmosphere in the classrooms could have been 
charged with energy because of a prior evening of canvassing or a mass meeting, which 
may have opened a new line of questions for the students. Questions like “What are my 
true legal rights in reference to the loitering ticket I received last night while 
canvassing?” may have arisen, propelling the class into a major discussion. It is here that 
the interplay found in the group discussions and the questions being formulated seemed 
to form the leadership development goal of the curriculum. In this thought process, the 
question about loitering may have been developed during the day, and by the next day’s 
class discussion, the student may have decided upon an answer that satisfied his/her 
inquiry. The questions the students formed with the influence of the teacher helped to 
develop an informed and self-confident individual, which in turn provided the movement 
with someone ready to test Jim Crow’s boundaries through direct action. Infused with 
this new level of confidence in their practical intellect and ethical intelligence, many felt 
empowered to engage in canvassing for voter rights and other risky tasks with a new 
level of enthusiasm.  
The previous scenario speaks to the concept of “servant leadership” when 
considering that the student would be inspired to reject the status Mississippi afforded 
them and shifted into a leadership role through their direct action. Another lesson for 
leadership development within this scenario would be the cultivation of these new servant 
leaders while under threat of bodily harm to themselves or their family and friends. 
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Robert Greenleaf discusses how within servant leadership, certain symbols can produce 
confrontations that are identifiable by the beholder, which points to the daily discussions 
becoming the confrontations that guided the students in their activism.174
In regard to Freedom School students, Mississippi’s culture of racism was the 
symbol the student could identify. Next, the questions the students formed in classroom 
discussions could produce new confrontation on a daily basis. The confrontation, which 
could be found in the answers to the questions they had formed, would prompt them to 
act in a way that changed their circumstances. 
  
 Rumors about the missing COFO workers, churches being firebombed, drive-by 
shootings at mass meetings, and beatings for those seeking voting rights were in plain 
sight daily in Freedom School settings.175
 
 This experience shows that the Freedom 
School curriculum went beyond teaching students to question because it also taught them 
how to link their questioning to leadership through direct action. This formation of 
leadership occurred under extreme duress because of the environment of violence and the 
threat of violence the schools operated in during the summer. Under these circumstances 
the personal self-image of the Freedom School students could forever change in a way 
that heightened the students’ ability to identify and deal with community based problems. 
In essence, it taught them how to see a problem in its primal form and create solutions 
with their own experience at the center of the issue, which allowed for the student to be a 
solution as well as someone who keeps on asking questions.  
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Conclusion: The End of Summer 
 
By the end of July 1964, there were forty-one functioning Freedom Schools in 
twenty communities across Mississippi. Student enrollment had reached 2,135, twice the 
figure projected when Freedom Schools were first imagined. There were around 175 full-
time teachers and a typical Freedom School had an enrollment ranging from 25 to 100 
with a staff of five to six teachers.176
Another factor that may have added to anxiety around the end of Freedom 
Schools could be that teachers were already losing kids in more rural areas when they 
were called upon to begin picking cotton. Picking cotton manually was painstaking and 
blacks were paid little money in an unfair system that saw whole families working from 
sunup to sundown in the harsh heat for white landowners, who excluded them from 
reaping a fair portion of the crop for their own livelihood.  In Sunflower County, 
Mississippi, a family could work a full year on a cotton plantation and receive less than 
half of what they would have earned in a fair system.
 As Freedom Summer began to lurch toward its 
inconclusive end, there was a sense of sadness associated with the impending end of the 
Freedom School venture as it was limited to the summer.  Students had to contend with 
the fact that the segregated public schools they would return to were far from equal and 
lacked resources for black children that were taken for granted by white kids.  
177
                                                 
176 “COFO report,” Highlander Research and Education Center Library Archives February 2010. 
 The students would also be 
leaving behind things like the extensive donated libraries and other supplies that had been 
collected, along with the memories, friendships and relationships that they had forged. 
This must have weighed heavily on the students’ and teachers’ minds and created 
177 Moye, Let the People Decide: Freedom and White Resistance Movements in Sunflower County, 
Mississippi 1945-1986, 29-30. 
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questions and discussions that left many of the students determined to work for change in 
Mississippi, even in relative isolation and continuing duress. 
 By the end of the summer, with at least twenty churches burnt down and many 
people brutalized, the remains of Chaney, Schwerner, and Goodman had finally been 
found, confirming that they had been murdered. Some of the Freedom School students 
came together for a culminating  youth conference August 6-8 in Meridian where they  
displayed what they had learned from the intensive discussions,  questioning, and 
nonviolent direct action they had been exposed to all summer. They also displayed 
various mediums of artistic expression that had been encouraged by the curriculum in the 
form of original plays written and performed by students.  Not least was the highly 
spirited decoration of the COFO offices with their art work.178
Three factors made the youth conference poignant and emotionally charged. First, 
the conference coincided with the founding state convention of the Mississippi Freedom 
Democratic Party, which was challenging the political structure of the segregated 
Mississippi Democratic Party. Second, as their conference convened, the students 
rejected adult input and came up with their own ideas for plenary sessions and 
workshops, much to the pleasure of the very adults they were trying to sideline. Teachers 
facilitating discussions as a way to form questions and answers in Freedom School 
classrooms had seemingly worked, making it stick in the teenagers’ minds. The synergy 
of the questioning pedagogy and the students’ involvement in direct action built a level of 
collective self-confidence in the students, who were otherwise invisible within the state’s 
educational system.  
 
                                                 
178 Taylor Branch, Pillar of Fire: America in the King Years: 1963-65 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
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During the youth conference the students adopted a platform that called for equal 
public accommodations, housing, health care, and education, reform of the exploitative 
agricultural system, and (ahead of their times) for a US foreign policy that placed 
economic sanctions against South African apartheid. Further, the students demanded 
change in federal support to increase employment, civil liberties, fair law enforcement 
practices, public works, and voting rights above all, as these directly affected their lives 
and their communities.179
Following a venerable tradition of the African American freedom struggle, the 
students ratified their own version of the Declaration of Independence, presented by the 
Hattiesburg students, which set forth the rights of all black people in Mississippi. 
  
The introductory sentences stated: 
In this course of human events, it has become necessary for the Negro people to 
break away from the customs which have made it very difficult for the Negro to 
get his God-given rights. We as citizens of Mississippi do herby state that all 
people should have the right to petition, to assemble, and to use public places. We 
also have the right to life, liberty, and to seek happiness.180
 
 
 The success of the youth convention as a culminating event for the Freedom 
School experience was consummated in the decision by the students to send their adopted 
declaration and platform to state elected officials and to President Lyndon Johnson. In his 
report on the convention Staughton Lynd delighted in the fact that the students focused 
on programs that benefited all people, which showed the students’ ability to create their 
own social curriculum.181
                                                 
179 Kathy Emery, Sylvia Braselmann, and Linda Gold, eds. “Supplementary Documents,” edited and 
introduced Education and Democracy, accessed December, 2010. http://www.educationanddemocracy.org  
 The students’ determination to be taken seriously during the 
180 “Hattiesburg Freedom Schools student Declaration of Independence,” copy, Highlander Research and 
Education Center Library Archives, February 2010.  
181 “Freedom School Report,” Highlander Research and Education Center Library Archives, February 
2010.  
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founding MFDP convention – the first day coincided with James Chaney’s funeral – 
resulted in formulating a political platform free from adult direction. In a state where the 
rights of blacks were severely violated, these youth matured beyond their years and, 
“acting as if,” prefigured a new reality for them and for their families and communities. 
The phrase “acting as if” was a SNCC attitude that members of the organization put into 
practice by carrying out their work in the South “as if” racism, and violence fueled by 
racism was a non-factor. This allowed the young activists to envision a world without the 
overt institutional racial barriers that they and generations of black folks before them had 
been born to fear.182
Most impressive was the students’ call for a statewide boycott of the public 
schools until fair practices were brought to the system that had perpetuated their lower 
caste status for so long.  The resolve of some of Mississippi’s youth around boycotting 
would be tested in February 1965 when 500 students, influenced by Freedom Schools in 
Issaquena County, in the Mississippi Delta, boycotted schools after 181 students were 
suspended for wearing SNCC buttons.
 
183
According to historian Wesley Hogan, “The Civil Rights Movement was built by 
and among the most marginalized citizens in the land and lasted only a decade, yet 
 By March, 250 students remained out of school 
and the same students had set up their own Freedom Schools with youth, parents, and 
SNCC workers as teachers. The students’ improvised curriculum offered classes in math, 
reading, and “discussions of freedom,” which was a nod to the questioning method. This 
gives credence to Staughton Lynd’s claim that the students could and would develop their 
own curriculum around what they thought was relevant to their own lives in a free space.  
                                                 
182 Wesley Hogan, Civil Rights History from the Ground Up: Local Struggles, A National Movement, ed. 
Emilye Crosby (Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 2011), 176. 
183 Carson, In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960’s, 211. 
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succeeded in upending the legalized system of racial oppression and terror that replaced 
slavery one hundred years earlier.”184
Almost half a century later, the implications for a wider focus through retrieving 
the history and aims of Freedom Schools can be linked to contemporary youth leadership 
development. My assertion that Freedom Schools can be a model for youth leadership 
development is a good point of departure from the narrative history to an exploration of 
their legacy for today and tomorrow.  
 Within the larger story of the movement, the voice 
of the teen-aged youth can be lost in the extraordinary achievements that make up the 
rich history of the Civil Rights Movement. Although the movement’s history is vast, it is 
evident that the summer-long endeavor of the SNCC Freedom Schools was a formidable 
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Chapter VI: Discussion - The Freedom School Legacy in Contemporary Settings 
Introduction 
 
In Chapters IV and V, I established the foundational history of the SNCC 
Freedom Schools and their origins through both a theoretical and historical lens, 
including the planning that went into the schools’ creation. Chapters IV and V also 
discussed the student- led school boycott in Issaquena County, Mississippi and the 
freedom platform, independently ratified by delegates at the Freedom Schools 
convention, which showed the collective power of black youth within the movement. 
These examples of black youth activism and SNCC’s initial identification of the need to 
include the plight of black youth in the plans for Freedom Summer will help to inform the 
remaining focus of this research.  
This chapter aims to identify the legacy of SNCC Freedom Schools as a 
contemporary model for black youth development that can potentially spark leadership 
similar to what was cultivated in1964. I will do this by discussing more historical 
representations of black youth leadership in the civil rights era, how some contemporary 
black youth seem to lack the same spirit, and I will provide a practitioner-based discourse 
on the current status of black youth leadership. Finally, I will highlight three programs 
that represent the legacy of Freedom Schools as proof of the redemptive quality of the 
1964 schools’ mission and goals. My interest in the specific topic of black youth 
leadership development as a subject to explore is derived from recognition that it is an 
area often undervalued in wider society. Also, I have chosen out-of-school (after school) 
programming, which is where I am a seasoned practitioner, in order to promote Freedom 
Schools as a pedagogical and experimental model.  
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African American Youth 
 
Charles Cobb185
African American youth leadership is a topic that has a high level of 
contemporary and historical relevance, but at times does not receive appropriate attention 
from within larger society. As a practitioner, I have encountered a general lack of interest 
in the demographic, which can lead to the group being misunderstood, cast off, regarded 
with a level of indifference, or even treated with hostility. The reason for this disregard 
may be found in a multitude of sociological equations, with the most salient being a 
focused lack of resources to engage marginalized youth of color in leadership 
development. 
 asserts that there is a connection between the wider freedom 
struggle and youth development or education, which SNCC stressed by establishing their 
Freedom Schools in 1964. In the broader sense, the idea that education is about more than 
reading, writing, and arithmetic is part of what a number of youth development efforts 
around the idea of education for liberation aspire to even today.  It is with these thoughts 
in mind that I begin a discourse on African American youth in an effort to provide a base 
from which to identify some of the problems faced by the demographic. This will also 
offer an introduction to the need for the quality programming found in the post-Freedom 
School modeled programs that I am highlighting in this chapter.  
Nevertheless, the history of African American youth is not without 
representations of political and social awareness that have developed remarkable leaders. 
We have seen, of course, significant contributions of youth leaders in the Civil Rights 
                                                 
185 Charles Cobb (SNCC) phone interview with the author, December 8, 2010. 
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Movement.186  An example of this can be found on March 2, 1955 when a fifteen-year 
old young woman named Claudette Colvin refused to give up her seat on a Montgomery, 
Alabama city bus. This happened nine months before Rosa Parks’s historic and identical 
act on December 1, 1955, which sparked the Montgomery Bus Boycott, and in many eyes 
the Civil Rights Movement.187
Another example occurred on May 2, 1963, when over a thousand Birmingham, 
Alabama, elementary, middle, high school, and college students “ditched” school to 
energize the stalled protests in the city. They were headed to the Sixteenth Street Baptist 
Church in downtown Birmingham to engage in what they knew as “D-Day.” James 
Bevel, an SCLC worker who had been a member of the Nashville student group that 
produced several SNCC leaders, had organized a youth march to integrate several of 
Birmingham’s downtown establishments. He did this after recognizing that after weeks of 
protests, much of Birmingham’s black community lacked a commitment to get involved, 
 Deeply disturbed by the segregated South, Colvin had 
been inspired to fight against racism by her history teacher, and her own personal 
convictions as they pertained to the treatment of blacks. An honor student with 
aspirations of becoming a lawyer, Colvin was brutalized and threatened by police, then 
ultimately declared a juvenile delinquent for her fortitude. The subsequent state 
sponsored dismantling of Claudette Colvin’s life by the racist Alabama court system 
would cause her to abandon her dream of becoming a lawyer and matriculating to 
college, but her bravery in the face of Jim Crow’s system cannot be forgotten. 
                                                 
186 Eve B. Feldman, They Fought for Freedom: Children in the Civil Rights Movement (New York: 
Macmillan/McGraw-Hill, 1997). 
187  Stewart Burns, To the Mountaintop: Martin Luther King Jr.'s Mission to Save America: 1955-1968 
(San Francisco: HarperOne, 2005), 3-9; Jeff Zaslow, "Kids on the Bus: The Overlooked Role of Teenagers 
in the Civil-Rights Era," The Wall Street Journal Online, November 10, 2005, 2; Burns, Daybreak of 
Freedom: The Montgomery Bus Boycott (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997).  
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and a large number of people who were willing were already in jail. When the principal 
of Birmingham’s Parker High School locked the gates of the school to keep the students 
from leaving, boys and girls climbed over the walls and gates, determined to take part in 
what is now the storied Birmingham Civil Rights triumph. 
 This example of youthful leadership was forged in the face of Birmingham’s 
public safety department’s violent behavior during these culminating days of protest, 
which made the youths’ action highly risky. The result of this tactic earned mixed 
responses from the African American community, and from within the larger Civil Rights 
Movement, but the role these youth played also cannot be denied.  In short, this act of 
mass civil disobedience led by African American youth of the Civil Rights era further 
demonstrated the ability of young people to work for change in conditions of extreme 
duress. Moreover, the actions of Birmingham’s black youth, during what became known 
as the Children’s Crusade, shows the level of importance played by the younger 
generation of activists within the struggle. The youth’s actions had in effect reinvigorated 
the stalled the Birmingham Movement that many civil rights historians identify as pivotal 
in the lexicon of freedom narratives. 
Within both of these stories lies a curiosity about why some African American 
youth of today seem to lack the same kind of motivation as Claudette Colvin, or many of 
her peers who threw themselves into the movement. I would assert that many African 
American youth in the post-civil rights era have struggled with identifying their very 
important role and purpose within their communities, which to me equates to a special 
heritage of leadership.188
                                                 
188 Andeanna Clay, "All I Need Is One Mic: Mobilizing Youth for Social Change in the Post-Civil Rights 
Era,” Social Justice 33 no. 2, (2006): 109-11. 
 Journalist and Political Analyst Bikari Kitwana suggests that 
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this shortfall is rooted in a contemporary Civil Rights backlash.189 Historian Rebecca De 
Schweinitz suggests that the historical role of youth in the Civil Rights Movement has 
been obscured by the contemporary assumptions adults have about young people’s 
worth.190
Some may say that the difference may be found in the generational gap, where for 
example, a comparison of hip-hop music to the more spiritual “freedom songs” of the 
civil rights movement may suggest levels of similarity in social awareness, but a variance 
in expression.
 
191 In this case, the more socially conscious hip hop music might be simply 
social commentary, while the freedom songs of the 60’s movement for civil rights were 
used as a potent companion to direct action. Or there can be the thought that the paradigm 
for African American youth activism and resistance has changed in the post-civil rights 
era and moved beyond racialized issues.192
Context of African American Youth Leadership 
 Either of these notions brings to the forefront 
my interest, as a youth development practitioner, in after school programming for African 
American youth aimed at developing a level of leadership comparable to the historical 
examples seen during the movement.  
 
If it can be established that there are scholars and activists alike who can link 
contemporary examples of at-risk African American youth to the historical foundations 
                                                 
189 Bikari Kitwana, The Hip Hop Generation: Young Blacks and the Crisis in African American Culture 
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190 Rebecca De Schweinitz, If We Could Change the World: Young People and America's Long Struggle for 
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of social activism in America193 then the discussion can also extend to the foundations for 
some of the reasons for why there is now a level of youth disaffection as it relates to 
general issues within society. An example of this can be found in studies on the 
leadership capacity of African American males in high schools and the plight of 
elementary school-aged black males in gifted programs.194 These studies identify factors 
such as self-esteem and shortfalls in education as detrimental factors, which further opens 
the area of concern. Therefore, the task of creating avenues for African American youth 
to connect with their own history of fighting marginalization can be looked upon as 
imperative to their development as effective and compassionate leaders.195 Linking 
learning and social justice for African American youth, just as SNCC Freedom Schools 
did, can be a boost in promoting this type of change and leadership development.196
Another important aspect of this discussion is the identity and voice of youth in 
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participation in the process of shaping what matters to them in their lives, especially 
where this process relates to social action and leadership. In essence, young people’s 
input cannot be overlooked or not sought out where programming is concerned. 
Impediments of African American Youth Leadership 
 
Owning an understanding of some of the impediments to African American youth 
leadership is also important to developing an acute sense of the urgency for programming 
that continues to be innovative and effective. In fact, it may be one of the most important 
areas of consideration when developing programs for young black males for example, 
who are often discounted and forgotten.198
  Many of these challenges can be understood by taking a deeper look into the 
sociological foundations of African American youth issues. Victor Rios argues that 
African American and Latino youth are permanently stigmatized after being associated 
with both violent and un-violent crimes.
 
199
These circumstances can work to disenfranchise youth in any culture, but for 
African American youth, there can be dire ramifications, like unfair sentencing, that point 
to the need for leadership development as a deterrent to risky behavior. Rios also 
condemns the practice of mass youth incarceration for African American youth by 
asserting that the large numbers of these youth, imprisoned as minors, are given the 
detrimental moniker of convict, which poisons their attitude toward society over the long 
run.   
 He suggests that the systematic targeting and 
scapegoating of these youth strongly affects all of the stakeholders in society. 
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Violence, obviously, is a major impediment to youth development. Youth 
violence never loses a sense of urgency for early intervention because it becomes a public 
health issue in relation to instances of firearm use for example.200 A study by Darlene 
Wright and Kevin Fitzpatrick detailed some of the issues associated with fighting 
amongst African American youth as being related to three factors: gangs, parental abuse, 
and lack of education.201
Another area of focus related to impediments to black youth leadership would be 
how structural shortfalls within the educational system can create identity and self-esteem 
issues for African American youth. Although the focus of this essay is more associated 
with out-of-school hours, there is no denying the importance of the school day on African 
American youth development. Here there is also an example of the argument that there is 
a general lack of attention placed on African American boys, in this case the education of 
boys of a certain age
 Many would argue that these factors contribute to behavioral 
dysfunction in any society, but in this particular context, these issues are of paramount 
concern. Darlene Wright and Kevin Fitzpatrick suggest that the counter action to these 
indicators for excessive violence rests in examining alternatives, which is an aspiration of 
this research.  
202
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Of course the condition of the entire population of African American youth is not 
encompassed in these examples, but the number that are living under the harsh 
circumstances mentioned can be a focus for the purpose of this research. These negative 
environments can lead to a distinct sort of vulnerability that manifests itself in unsafe 
practices, such as drug abuse, that can follow the youth into adulthood.203
Contemporary Youth Programs 
 It is here that 
the support often present in after school programs can become viable a source of 
positivity in working to change the youth’s circumstances. After School programs can 
often become a bridge between home and school that can often fill any empty space 
between the two entities and expose youth to life-enriching activities. 
 
When attempting to break the cycle of negative circumstances for black youth it is 
important to consider areas for solutions through programming that promotes leadership 
development. Judith Rozie-Battle advocates for youth programming for African 
American youth that “seeks to change the attitude and method of approaching the 
development of our youth by pushing them to expand their capabilities and horizons to 
achieve whatever goals they establish for themselves.”204
A variety of traditional contemporary programs operate in athletic settings and 
community organizations, while many are imbedded in schools or developed as outreach 
 This echoes SNCC’s goal to 
provide a valuable lesson for the youth in questioning their circumstances, which can still 
be a relevant strategy. 
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arms of civic and social organizations. These types of youth development initiatives and 
programs can be found at YMCAs, Boys and Girls Clubs, or city parks and recreation 
departments. They often primarily aim to offer youth in perilously low socio-economic 
areas a safe haven and a way to stay busy and out of trouble for example, but at times fall 
short in encouraging youth to questions their circumstances. 
Contemporary youth initiatives that focus on African American youth can very 
often be based in similar locales, but these efforts are shifting toward an even more 
expanded, open ended style.205 Additionally, some youth initiatives that have more 
interest in developing a sense of civic orientation and leadership have been incorporated, 
which is a positive factor.206
Michelle Gambone, Hanh Cao Yu, Heather Lewis-Charp, Cynthia L. Sipe, and 
Johanna Lacoe’s article, “Youth Organizing, Identity-Support, and Youth Development 
Agencies as Avenues for Involvement,” offers examples of programs that can be focused 
on developing youth leadership through effective community organizing, which was a 
goal of SNCC Freedom Schools.
  
207 The authors found that there are differences in 
outcomes of programs that employ traditional tactics, such as identity development or 
civic engagement activities in their general practices. These findings create more room 
for research into identifying what particular types of after school programming might 
work positively for youth.208
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To broaden this approach, there is also merit in formulating a level of flexibility 
that utilizes different approaches that incorporate youth and adult partnerships that 
promote positive results.209
These types of constructive strategies can connect programs with what is effective 
in planning and development that is aimed at a particular group in need of early 
intervention. Evidence of this can be found in some of the larger nonviolence or 
education retention programs set up for African Americans in major urban areas with the 
aforementioned looming youth issues.
 This means that the potential for intergenerational interaction 
in programming can be factored into creating spaces that create a mutual learning 
experience for all involved, which was also a feature of SNCC Freedom Schools.  
210
The definition of at-risk youth denotes a multitude of identifiable problems that 
can impede the positive growth of youth and fits the condition of African American 
adolescents in many cases. Therefore, unique attributes, such as civic engagement 
components, can raise youth social awareness, develop leadership skills, and connect 
youth to the adult world.
 These types of programs seem to be of the 
highest priority because the youth involved are considered to be dangerously and 
overwhelmingly at-risk.  
211
The normal structure, for example, of a male mentoring program for young black 
males might feature cultural awareness as a primary component in order to address 
identity and self-esteem while an after school program might tend be more interested in 
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keeping the youth off of the streets and occupied in an enriching environment, whether it 
be socially or academically based. Neither example is incorrect. In fact, the melding of 
the two approaches seems to be feasible because both examples can support the 
objectives of youth leadership development. At this point then, the conversation changes 
to the planning and cultivation of effective programs specifically for African American 
youth, and how practitioners can utilize different influences to create meaningful 
methods.  
This type of open sourced approach is closely related to more transformative 
leadership development because it can allow for leadership to flourish in areas like 
exploration through questioning in the tradition of SNCC Freedom Schools. Therefore, 
any advancement in programming that may utilize historical models such as Freedom 
Schools to provide guidance for structural frameworks represent a high level of 
creativity. 
Walters and Smith speak of SNCC as an organization that helped usher in 
recognition of how political involvement is a source of both external and internal 
empowerment.212 Or we can look to the analysis of SNCC worker Charles McLaurin who 
deemed SNCC’s voter registration projects “revolutionary.”213
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 Using this thought, we can 
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that are relevant beyond their social and personal to extend to social change.214
Freedom Schools as a Model for Youth Programs 
 It is here 
that contemporary programs that embody the legacy of the SNCC Freedom Schools can 
be identified as highly developed structures for cultivating African American youth 
leadership development. 
 
Out-of-school hours programs that fit the profile of the aforementioned highly 
developed structures are readily available in contemporary settings. This section will 
highlight three such programs. The first example I will utilize is the Children’s Defense 
Fund’s (CDF) Freedom School enrichment program. CDF’s Freedom School movement 
was implemented in 1992 under the leadership of Marian Wright Edelman and CDF’s 
Black Community Crusade for Children (BCCC) program. Marian Wright Edelman, a 
Mississippi Freedom Summer veteran, patterned the program after 1964’s Freedom 
Schools with a focus on literacy, parental involvement, conflict resolution and social 
justice. All of these factors seem to mirror the efforts of the SNCC Freedom Schools and 
are quite possibly equally as urgent—if not more—given contemporary challenges.215
CDF Freedom Schools have five essential components that include: 1) high 
quality academic enrichment; 2) parent and family involvement; 3) social action and civic 
engagement; 4) intergenerational servant leadership development; and 5) nutrition health 
and mental health. All of these components are majorly connected to the previously 
identified areas of critical need for African American youth that have become priority 
issues. 
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CDF Freedom School programmatic features are not only patterned after the 
SNCC Freedom Schools, they also pay close attention to contemporary school-age care 
methods:  
CDF Freedom Schools program sites are safe and restorative learning spaces 
where:  
• children are surrounded by caring adults and college age young adults from their 
community (at a classroom ratio of 1:10) who share their enthusiasm for learning 
and reading, and commit to serving them as authentic mentors;  
• children read high quality books and are engaged in learning activities that are 
appropriate to their developmental needs and interests;  
• each day begins with “Harambee!,” a 30-minute activity to celebrate and affirm 
the value of each participant and prepare for work and learning ahead  
• children receive two nutritious meals and a healthy snack each day in the summer 
model and nutritious snacks during the after-school program;  
• parents are engaged as site volunteers and participate in weekly workshops on 
children’s developmental needs, civic responsibility, and other topics of interest;  
• children are encouraged and supported to dream, set goals for themselves, and 
cultivate positive attitudes and high expectations;  
• young people whose lives have been interrupted and impacted by crises receive 
consistent, daily service to better understand themselves, their situations, each 
other, and their potential; and  
• Families have access to free and high quality childcare. 
CDF’s college age servant leaders participate in the Ella Baker Child Policy Training 
Institute. A national training workshop held at the historic CDF Haley Farm in Clinton, 
Tennessee and the University of Tennessee. Here they develop their teaching skills and 
awareness of issues surrounding their community that mirrors the Freedom Summer 
trainings held in Oxford, Ohio in June 1964.216
Former national director for CDF Freedom Schools Marian David believes that 
the same sense of urgency to develop African American youth is as present as when 
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SNCC developed their Freedom Schools in 1964.217
For her, the thought that Freedom Schools taught the youth of the community by 
meeting them “where they were” develops a strong bond for contemporary use of 
Freedom Schools as a model. David advocates for a connection to the Freedom School 
history, as evidenced by the type of work CDF Freedom Schools is engaged in as a 
vehicle to teach leadership. David thinks that a wider use of the model in out of school 
hours, even beyond CDF, will build on learning and empowerment for African American 
youth in at risk settings.  
 David maintains that the history of 
Freedom Schools develops a sense of the basic skills for youth that formulate having a 
say in what happens in their lives. David also noted that the history of Freedom Schools 
can work to connect African American youth to their history and motivate those in need 
of guidance to improve their situations.  
Some of the particular ways CDF Freedom Schools embody the legacy of SNCC 
Freedom Schools are that: 
• The goal of improving literacy skills among its participants mirrors the SNCC 
Freedom Schools goal of supplementing what youth may not be learning in 
schools. This is also closely related to the use of alternative education strategies 
found within the Freedom School origins as they relate to the goals of the 
Citizenship Schools. 
• CDF Freedom School’s emphasis on developing youth’s sense of social 
awareness, which was of course a major feature of the SNCC Freedom Schools 
citizenship curriculum. 
                                                 
217 Marian David, former national director of CDF Freedom Schools, phone interview with the author, 
December 17, 2010. 
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• The encouragement for students to actively read is related to SNCC Freedom 
School’s goal of offering students a wide array of books, newspapers, and 
periodicals in an effort to develop life-long readers. 
• The use of college-aged servant-leaders as staff is espoused as a harkening back 
to SNCC Freedom School’s use of college-aged volunteer teachers, the Oxford, 
Ohio trainings, and the Ella Baker Child Policy Institute honors Ella Baker’s 
contributions to SNCC. 
Chicago Freedom School 
Although the struggle for racial equality can be often identified as having existing 
primarily in the South, northern representations of involvement in the movement were 
also very powerful.218
The Chicago Freedom School was founded by individuals committed to social 
justice who recognized a need for a citywide effort to provide a space for 
Chicago’s young people to gain new skills, build alliances across neighborhoods, 
identities, and ideologies. CFS planners envisioned a positive and safe space 
where young people could explore social problems through the lens of identity 
 Many activists and volunteers from SNCC Freedom Summer came 
from northern colleges, and several SNCC field workers hailed from above the Mason– 
Dixon Line. For example, SNCC worker Charles McDew grew up in Ohio and, like 
another important SNCC member Diane Nash, a Chicagoan, travelled south for college 
where they would both play significant roles in SNCC’s work to change America. Sitting 
at the intersection of this northern legacy, and embodying the model set forth by the 
SNCC Freedom Schools is the next example, the Chicago Freedom School. Their profile 
states that: 
                                                 
218 Thomas Sugrue, Sweet Land of Liberty: The Forgotten Struggle for Civil Rights in the North (New 
York: Random House Trade Paperback, 2009). 
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and design their own activist projects. From this experience youth would come to 
recognize their own power in making change – not only for themselves but also 
for their community and world. The Chicago Freedom School is grounded in 
creating a place where youth can emerge as leaders through developing an activist 
orientation that would extend beyond any particular campaign and be sustained 
throughout their lifetime. The CFS is also envisioned to be a place where youth 
leaders, who are critically thinking and raising their consciousness, are not 
subjected to isolation but are able to connect with other like-minded people. 
Finally, the CFS takes a unique perspective in developing youth as leaders by 
linking young people to their history. The CFS incorporates a new approach to 
developing leadership skills by highlighting youth leadership throughout historic 
social change movements. The CFS seeks to engage youth in personalizing 
history so that they can see its relevance to their lives and role as leaders in their 
communities.219
 Chicago Freedom School Director Mia Henry asserts that, “The role of a Freedom 
School is to give people an opportunity to have dedicated space to educate themselves 




 Overall, many of Chicago’s youth are exposed to a multitude of issues like gang 
violence, mass incarceration, and educational deficits in densely populated African 
American neighborhoods. The Chicago Freedom School aims to challenge these issues 
through programs that benefit youth in out of school hours, and utilizing adult input in 
intergenerational settings that promote lifelong learning. The Chicago Freedom School 
also builds on the legacy of SNCC Freedom Schools in the way that they use their 
initiatives to teach the youth to question their circumstances. 
 The Chicago Freedom School, which welcomes a high level of 
diversity, focuses on three initiatives, Youth Leadership Development, Movement-
building Organizing, and Education.  
 As the CDF Freedom Schools program focuses more on literacy as a way of 
building the educational prowess of underserved youth, the Chicago Freedom School 
                                                 
219 “Chicago Freedom School Profile” http://chicagofreedomschool.org/about 
220 Mia Henry, Director Chicago Freedom School, phone interview with the author, December 20, 2010. 
   
 
144
works to develop the type of social awareness that fights injustice. Both of these 
programs drive home the point that the development of leadership can be cultivated by 
the example set forth by the SNCC Freedom Schools. Also, they speak to the building of 
leadership through adverse circumstances, just as leadership under duress seemed to 
blossom in the SNCC Freedom Schools of 1964. Where African American youth are 
concerned, the Chicago Freedom School creates yet another example of the use of a 
powerful historical legacy that can benefit leadership development today.  
Some of the particular ways the Chicago Freedom School embodies the legacy of 
SNCC Freedom Schools are that: 
• The Chicago Freedom School’s focus on organizing and movement building is 
highly connectable to the SNCC Freedom School’s strategy of encouraging the 
students to engage in voter registration canvassing and boycotts. This type of 
encouragement led to the freedom platform and subsequent boycott the 1964 
students developed absent of adult influence or control. 
• The Chicago Freedom School participants are encouraged to inquire and identify 
detrimental factors in their community that are relevant to their lives before 
engaging in activism, which is similar to the questioning methods employed 
during the Freedom Schools in 1964.  
• The Chicago School commitment to an open organization that promotes 
consensus-based decision-making is very much a nod to the group-centered 
leadership style influenced by Ella Baker to promote participatory democracy. 
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Sunflower County Freedom Project 
 
 The final example comes from Sunflower County Mississippi, home of Fannie 
Lou Hamer, and a community that saw a great deal of activity during the Freedom 
Summer. Sunflower County hosted two Freedom Schools that were the center of civil 
rights activity in 1964 as we found within the story of Freedom School teacher Chris 
Hexter in Chapter V.221
The project goals show that the organization seems to channel the enthusiasm of 
the freedom struggle to motivate young people to become capable and compassionate 
leaders in the communities. It was founded by a group of three “Teach for America” 
volunteer teachers, Chris Myers Asch, Shawn Raymond, and Gregg Costa in 1998. All 
three of these men had served as teachers in Sunflower County, and recognized the need 
for an alternative educational program that challenges and engages the young people of 
that particular community.  
 Therefore, the Sunflower County Freedom Project Freedom 
School, patterned after the struggle for civil rights in Mississippi, honors the area’s 
participation in the movement.  
The goal of the Sunflower County Freedom Project is to create a corps of 
academically capable, socially conscious, and mentally disciplined young leaders in the 
Mississippi Delta. The vision of the project works toward the day when young people 
growing up in Sunflower County, Mississippi, have access to the same educational 
opportunities as children anywhere in America. The project also has core values that 
speak to leadership development and highlight the organizations commitment to the 
community.  
                                                 
221 Emily Crosby, A Little Taste of Freedom: The Black Freedom Struggle in Claiborne County, Mississippi 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005).  
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These values are listed as follows: 
Love – Responsible leadership and lasting change starts with love and respect; Freedom 
Fellows commit to loving and respecting themselves, their teachers, their classmates, and 
their communities.  
Education – In the words of Malcolm X, “Without education, you’re not going anywhere 
in this world.” Freedom Fellows commit to pursuing educational excellence despite any 
challenges presented to them.  
Action – Knowledge without action is an opportunity lost; education without social 
conscience is a tragedy. Freedom Fellows commit to personal and social action to make 
themselves better people and to make the world a better place.  
Discipline – Self-control is vital to leadership; thus, Freedom Fellows must learn to be in 
control of their thoughts and actions at all times. Freedom Fellows commit to practicing 
and performing personal and mental discipline. 222
A main feature of the Sunflower County Freedom Project is their Freedom School, where 
the program is geared more toward an educational achievement focus encapsulated in a 
summer program. According to the website, the profile of the Sunflower County Freedom 
School is as follows: 
 
At Freedom School, Fellows follow a structured curriculum that combines 
traditional academic subjects (reading, writing, and mathematics) with 
performance and project-based courses (public speaking, drama, media 
production, and fitness). Classes are taught by experienced teachers aided by 
college-aged interns. At the close of the summer, Fellows present a special 
Freedom Day for the community.223
The Freedom School is not designed to merely “keep young people off the 
streets.” The components of the program demonstrate to students the power of an 
achievement-oriented education. First, through its emphasis on intensive academics based 
in the context of the Civil Rights Movement, the Freedom School instills essential study 
 
                                                 
222  “Sunflower County Freedom Project” accessed August 20, 2010. 
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skills and self-confidence. Second, it connects young people to their communities 
through “Freedom Day” productions. Third, it provides students with an outlet for their 
creative and physical energies via drama, media production, and fitness classes. Finally, 
extended educational field trips show them the world that awaits them if they remain 
dedicated to their educations. Ultimately, the intensive summer program gives our young 
people the chance to live and learn differently. All of these components are variants of 
the SNCC Freedom Schools. 
Founder Chris Myers Asch describes the spirit of the Sunflower County Freedom 
Projects by offering that underserved youth in both urban and rural settings are often 
saddled with serious limitations.224
Myers Asch also asserts that they were successful in the longer term as an 
inspiration and a template for people to figure how to get their community interested in 
taking action in their lives on the social justice front. This is where the founders of the 
Sunflower County Freedom Project found a significant place to make a long term and 
sustainable Freedom School program. They understood that there were a great many 
children in Sunflower County that would need something like Freedom Schools in after 
school settings. Building on the strengths of the people around them, the local community 
 These youth wind up attending schools that do not 
offer the type of educational rigor that challenges and inspires students, which in turn 
does not prepare the youth for a successful future. Myers Asch thinks that the Freedom 
Schools of Freedom Summer were successful for the time that they operated as an 
organizing tool for black Mississippians around the fight for equality.  
                                                 
224 Chris Myers Asch, co-founder, Sunflower County Freedom Project, phone interview with the author, 
December 20, 2010. 
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guided the growth of the Freedom School curriculum that the Sunflower County Project 
uses, and the history of SNCC Freedom Schools frames the program’s success.  
Some of the particular ways the Sunflower County Freedom Project’s Freedom 
School embodies the legacy of SNCC Freedom Schools are: 
• The Sunflower County Freedom Project’s Freedom School program’s practice of 
involving its participants in drama, media arts, and public speaking seems to echo 
the SNCC curriculum’s encouragement for teachers to employ non-academic 
subjects, such as voter registration, drama, and creative writing.   
• Sunflower County Freedom Project’s Freedom School makes a concerted effort to 
make certain the youth identify with the history of SNCC Freedom Schools and 
the larger movement, especially where it intersects with their community. This 
was also the case in the 1964 curriculum, where the citizenship portion utilized 
historical factors that could help students identify the power structure and analyze 
how it worked, which the Sunflower County project also encourages.  
• Sunflower County Freedom Project’s Freedom School participants are all 
expected to maintain a level of self-control that entails practicing and performing 
personal and mental discipline, which is identifiable with SNCC as an 
organization, and SNCC Freedom School’s commitment to the discipline of 
nonviolence. 
Affirming the SNCC Freedom School Legacy 
 
Particular examples of where the legacy of the SNCC Freedom Schools as a 
model for contemporary youth leadership is effective can be found in the area of 
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education and literacy for example. With this is mind, we find that research linking the 
benefits of after school programs that feature year-round learning highlights both 
Sunflower County Freedom Project Freedom Schools and the Children’s Defense Fund 
Freedom Schools programs. Fourteen of The Children’s Defense Fund (CDF) sites in 
North and South Carolina stated that 90% of their students maintained reading level 
throughout the school-year after attending Freedom Schools.225 This means that the 
possibility of student’s losing what they had learned in school over the summer break was 
lessened by their attendance at Freedom Schools. Also, a CDF commissioned study of the 
Kansas City, Missouri, CDF Freedom Schools conducted between 2005 and 2007 found 
that positive academic and character based behaviors increased in youth enrolled in the 
program, while interest in civic engagement was incubated. That three-year CDF 
evaluation, completed in May 2008, suggested that when the model is implemented 
properly, children improve academically and develop stronger character and relationships 
with their families and communities.226
The examples of the Children’s Defense Fund, Chicago Freedom School, and the 
Sunflower County Freedom Project Freedom Schools provide validity to the legacy and 
sustained use of Freedom Schools as a model for African American youth leadership 
development in contemporary out-of-school settings. All three of them have a distinct 
goal of developing leadership through their programming and also facilitate the 
environment for youth to question their circumstances just as SNCC Freedom Schools 
taught black youth to question Mississippi’s unequal social system. These programs seem 
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to exemplify other SNCC Freedom School methods, such as the use of college-age staff 
and a culture of Deweyan “learning by doing,” in regard to the promotion of taking 
action. This in no way re-invents the idea or states that the SNCC model of Freedom 
Schools is the absolute answer to questions regarding underserved African American 
youth. Nevertheless, I believe that the framework from summer 1964 is a valuable 
example of how to effectively establish the model in communities to at least serve as an 
accessible and effective option for at-risk black youth.  
Further, it establishes the legacy of SNCC Freedom Schools as a formative 
historical example of a model that can sustain its relevance long after the prototype has 
cycled out of existence. For example, Staughton Lynd227
Within these thoughts it should also be noted that all of the examples of 
contemporary Freedom School programs represent both genders and offer programming 
 contends that the strong Head 
Start enrichment programs that can still be found in Mississippi, and across the country, 
were directly influenced by the Mississippi Freedom Schools. He goes on to explain that 
they met in the same church basements or buildings that were used for Freedom Schools 
and that many of the teachers may have been women who were in some way connected to 
Freedom Summer. There is no doubt in his mind that Freedom Schools seemed to 
influence the government’s Head Start Program that was established by the government 
in 1964. In this case, the 1964 Freedom Summer Schools ended nearly fifty years ago, 
but the culture of change they represented is not only available to a new generation, it is 
also recyclable. Lynd’s contention holds a great deal of merit because of his intimate 
connection to SNCC Freedom Schools as their original director. 
                                                 
227 Staughton Lynd, Director of SNCC Freedom Schools, phone interview with the author, December 14, 
2010. 
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for both males and females as equal participants just as they did in 1964. The impetus for 
this insertion of information is related to two gender based lines of inquiry that arose as 
the research unfolded around a deeper understanding of both SNCC and Civil Rights 
history and youth leadership as it related to Freedom Schools. The first would be 
recognition of the dearth of material that focuses on the plight of female activists in the 
movement, especially as applied to girls and young women; and the second would be the 
fact that Freedom Schools served and serve both male and female youth.  
This  serves as a marker for further research and also at very least a speculative 
admission that this research carries great potential for furthering a knowledge base about 
youth programming that goes beyond single gender settings for instance. I say this 
because practitioners, including myself, can find themselves in overwhelmingly gender 
specific settings which can cause a failure to explore the development of the whole 
spectrum of groups in peril. A good example of this can be found in the existence all-
male and all-female based programming for African American youth in an effort to 
encourage empowerment or cultural pride. 
The Freedom Schools’ origins, curriculum, leadership styles, Socratic-questioning 
approach, and contemporary legacy teach valuable lessons for leadership development 
for black youth. Therefore, the three previously highlighted Children’s Defense Fund 
Freedom Schools, the Sunflower County Freedom Project Freedom Schools, and the 
Chicago Freedom School can now act as a base upon which to further explore the 
implications of what increased use of the SNCC Freedom Schools model holds for black 
youth leadership development. This research culminated in attempts to identify new and 
innovative avenues for black youth leadership development and move toward 
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practitioner-based recommendations for after school programming to this end. Here the 
example of SNCC Freedom Schools and SNCC’s organizing traditions, as they relate to 
the group-leadership style, and critical questioning methods, play a role in formulating 
the historical foundations for the next and final chapter.  
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Chapter VII - Implications for Leadership and Change 
Implications 
 
In this final chapter I will identify the implications for leadership and change that 
the legacy of Freedom Schools holds for the development of reflective and socially aware 
leadership in black youth. Further, before concluding with my personal reflections on the 
journey associated with my research, I will include recommendations associated with the 
model set forth by SNCC Freedom Schools. I will do this in an effort to identify answers 
to the central and secondary questions this research posed in chapter one. To restate them, 
the central question was: “What is the historical narrative of group-centered leadership 
found within the story of SNCC Freedom Schools and how was leadership in general 
expressed in the origins, planning, and running of the schools?” The secondary question 
was, “Does the Freedom Schools experience and pedagogy provide a legacy for 
contemporary leadership development in out-of-school (after school) settings for African 
American youth; and if so what are some successful examples?” 
Regarding the central question, the narrative history around SNCC Freedom 
Schools found in Chapters IV and V provides a detailed history of Freedom Schools. The 
narrative history identified that one of the SNCC Freedom Schools origins can be found 
in the Citizenship Schools that spread across the South after being adopted by the 
Highlander Folk School and the SCLC. Furthermore Septima Clark’s and Myles Horton’s 
relationship with the schools as a tool to fight oppression was important as an example to 
SNCC as they established their Freedom Schools. Also, attention was paid to the example 
of SNCC’s impromptu establishment of “Nonviolent High” in 1962 to provide alternative 
education to McComb, Mississippi students expelled from school for protesting racial 
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segregation. Another factor detailed in the narrative was SNCC mentor Ella Baker’s 
encouragement of participatory democracy that led to SNCC’s worker’s adoption of the 
group-centered leadership style while under extreme duress. Next, we see the planning 
and curriculum of Freedom Schools that led to the establishment of forty one schools 
with 2,500 students, exceeding the planned expectation and solidifying the worth of the 
schools in Mississippi’s black community. More importantly, there was the promise that 
the curriculum represented in helping to reach the goals that Charles Cobb originally laid 
out in the Freedom Schools prospectus. To restate them, they were for Mississippi’s 
black students to: 
1. Supplement what they aren’t learning in high schools around the state. 
2. Give them a broad intellectual and academic experience during the summer to 
bring back to fellow students in classrooms in the state, and 
3. Form the basis for statewide student action such as school boycotts, based on 
their increased awareness. 
 
This was done through the curriculum’s use of creative and critical discussion as a 
means for forming questions that would give the students the chance to be actively 
involved in learning that encouraged them to get involved in issues relevant to their lives. 
Here we find through the narrative that there was a boycott of Issaquena County, 
Mississippi schools by black students in fall 1964, where the students established and 
taught their own version of Freedom Schools. Also, we can use the example of the 
freedom platform ratified by the Freedom School delegates at the Freedom School 
conference that featured a new “Declaration of Independence” that called for equality on 
all fronts for blacks in Mississippi. Both of these examples of consensus-driven activism 
where every individual had an equal voice from black youth influenced by their 
connection to SNCC and Freedom Schools help to arrive at the conclusion that group-
   
 
155
centered leadership was in fact developed in ground-breaking fashion during Freedom 
Schools.  
The final step in this exploration of history has been forming a basis for 
understanding the legacy of all the origins, planning, and conducting of SNCC Schools 
by highlighting several programs that simulate the 1964 project in contemporary after 
school settings for black youth. This allows for the approach to answering the secondary 
question: “Does the Freedom Schools experience and pedagogy provide a legacy for 
contemporary leadership development in out-of-school (after school) settings for African 
American youth; and if so what are some successful examples?” Here we can utilize 
Chapter VI’s highlighting of the Children’s Defense Fund Freedom Schools, The 
Chicago Freedom School, and the Sunflower County (Mississippi) Freedom Project 
Freedom School as contemporary programs that are highly connectable to the SNCC 
Freedom Schools experience and pedagogy in action. Each of these embodies the legacy 
of Freedom Schools in their programming by adapting themselves to the Freedom School 
curriculum’s focus, daily structure, and emphasis on leadership development, as pointed 
out in Chapter VI.  
To further emphasize these points, I will offer an expanded look into the 
implications for leadership and change that the Freedom Schools’ history holds as a 
highly functional and functioning model for black youth development. The Freedom 
Schools as a general model seems to show all of the components for a sustainable slate of 
effective out-of school programming for African American youth leadership 
development. Both the 1964 and contemporary examples of Freedom Schools did and do 
this by allowing youth to claim a voice in determining aspects of the programming, and 
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by encouraging the youth to challenge their circumstances, both of which are potent 
incubators of leadership mastered by SNCC in 1964.  
With this in mind, the implications for leadership and change that I have 
developed are as follows: 
• The Freedom Schools as a model for after school programming for black youth 
promotes the use of intergenerational mentoring/role models in the same tradition 
of Ella Baker, Septima Clark, and Myles Horton, with its emphasis on honoring 
the history of the movement, which black youth can identify with as their personal 
heritage. This may allow for the youth to be inspired to become socially aware 
and active in their communities around issues that are relevant to their lives. 
 
• The Freedom Schools as a model for after school programming for black youth 
can help to form conversations about the impact of transformational leadership, 
which can be developed when youth are pushed to grow and be nothing less than 
their absolute best. Just as SNCC Freedom Schools hoped to empower black 
youth in Mississippi to take an active role in their development and treatment in 
society, contemporary use of the same strategy can have the same effect as an 
alternative to negative socio-economic indicators faced by communities in peril. 
 
• The Freedom Schools as a model for after school programming for black youth 
can help with the creation of a community of reciprocal education that affirms the 
youth’s ability to have lessons to offer the teachers/adult allies that are 
traditionally in charge. This way, in a similar manner to the Citizenship Schools 
and SNCC Freedom Schools curriculum that aimed at changing the traditional 
paradigm of a “dominant” teacher, black youth can engage in the questioning 
pedagogy to form their own ideas and experiments about/with leadership. Also, 
the model can promote teaching community-based responsibility (awareness) 
around issues that are relevant to the youth because a more powerful learning is 
created when the experience actually has an effect on the real world. For instance, 
the Freedom School curriculum as a model, even now, can lead youth to identify 
and connect to their circumstances in a way that promotes governing their own 
reality. 
 
• The Freedom Schools as a model for after school programming for black youth 
can promote participatory democracy by teaching the collective group-centered 
leadership style of SNCC, which offers an extraordinary learning process around 
how to be a leader in spite of one’s limitations and disparate or disadvantaged 
circumstances. This may also allow black youth an opportunity to learn valuable 
skills that can promote an identification with servant leadership, as a way of 
extracting morals and ideals related to political awareness, and a realistic 
understanding of the social landscape, courageousness by acting in the face of 
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fear (leadership under duress), but keeping an emotional equilibrium 
(nonviolence).  
 
• The Freedom Schools as a model for after school programming for black youth 
promotes an exploration of learning under duress and what happens in crisis 
situations that can be associated with everyday life for minority and low-income 
youth, such as violent neighborhoods, drug activity, and discriminatory 
immigration restrictions and regimentations. Each of these issues denotes the need 
for exceptional self-discipline and focus, which is a feature of SNCC’s example 
of nonviolent preparation and preparedness in the face of danger. As the 
aforementioned issues seem to mirror SNCC’s circumstances in their social 
urgency, this implication becomes important to preparing black youth for the 
challenges associated with these formidable and perhaps implacable foes. 
 
• The Freedom Schools serve as a model for after school programming for black 
youth  because it can teach black youth how to maintain participatory democracy 
over the long run, by promoting leadership through direct action that is tied to a 
foundational development knowledge for the youth who would take part. An 
example of this would be making action projects just as the Freedom School 
students formulated a political platform during their convention as a youth wing 
of the MFDP. Leadership in major campaigns against violence in neighborhoods 
and schools or drug activity can be an example of this sort of engagement with the 
community that the model can provide participants. Holistic, improvisational, and 
collaborative learning that develops the idea that any authority can be challenged 
if you keep asking questions until you find answers that you can act upon can be 
cultivated by allowing the “students” to run the workshops or planning sessions, 
which is a practice that is still utilized in places like Highlander in their youth 
camps, for example.  
 
For me, these implications represent a level of potential for a deeper look into SNCC 
Freedom Schools as a viable resource for communities that want to develop leadership 
skills in black youth. The history of the schools demonstrates that with a student-centered 
learning tradition, leadership develops at a rapid pace, is deeply rooted in community 
strengths, and has great properties for positive social change.   
Here we find that the concept of leadership under extreme duress intersects with 
the path of the overall narrative, suggesting that a comparable level of trauma infuses the 
contemporary black experience in America. We can first highlight the prevalence of 
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savage beatings and/or murder that blacks, movement activists, and Freedom School 
students faced in the South during the past era. Next, we can stress the contemporary 
trauma associated with the plight of black youth these days as a conceptual connection in 
regard to extreme duress. Although the history of violence from white racists may not be  
quite the same, examples  like institutional racism found in the public schools and the 
juvenile justice system seem  psychologically and physically comparable to  past danger.  
My point here is that the effects of trauma from extreme duress experienced by southern 
black youth in 1964 can be in many ways transferable in contemporary settings, just with 
different antagonists that are often more institutionalized, routinized, and systematized.  
This leads to the thought that the Freedom Schools seemed to provide 
participating youth something of a transformative safe haven from the hostility and 
danger surrounding them by offering them a relatively safe and even therapeutic setting, 
but also the tested experience that in concert, in solidarity, they could act “as if” they 
could transcend (even if temporarily) the danger and degradation of the Jim Crow social 
system. In that sense, the contemporary Freedom School programs offer  a similar 
approach by cultivating leadership in the  participating youth of today that can encourage 
them to transcend  negative forces both within (low self-esteem, etc.) and without by 
drawing from the redemptive  legacy of the  SNCC Freedom Schools in the long summer 
of 1964. 
Claiming and indeed owning the knowledge that present-day programs that 
harvest the fruit of the SNCC Freedom School experience, especially the power of 
nonviolent direct action to resolve big problems, support the implications for leadership 
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and change that I have established and my specific recommendations for twenty-first 




 My first recommendation is for communities that are attempting to promote 
leadership development in out-of-school hour programming to establish Freedom Schools 
modeled after SNCC’s schools. The examples of the Children’s Defense Fund Freedom 
Schools, Chicago Freedom School, and Sunflower County Freedom Project Freedom 
Schools illuminate the ability for programming to have a sustainable model as long there 
is funding. The aim of this initiative would be focused on developing a level of social 
awareness in the youth that complements the day-to-day goals of supporting academic 
development and lessening instances of at-risk behavior. As a practitioner, this is 
something that I have recognized as being at times lacking in after school programming. 
The hope would be to push the efforts of the community toward programming that 
involves the youth in decision-making, opening their political minds, and promoting a 
more open environment. There is an urgency associated with propagating needed 
attention to recognizable community issues.  I believe that the needed attention in 
question can actually come directly from this model. The Freedom School experience and 
pedagogy can be a motivating factor for black youth to move toward developing and 
maintaining a level of leadership that can benefit their communities and wider society. 
Also the enrichment activities such as art and theater, educational tutoring, and the 
encouragement to expand one’s reading facility can supplement what is learned, or not 
learned at school. My recommendation for wider use of the SNCC Freedom School 
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model in after school programs that serve African American youth is based on the notion 
that recognition of such a poignant historical example informs contemporary innovation. 
Recommendation #2 
 
My second recommendation is for after school programs to consider utilizing 
discussion as a means to form questions if establishing a Freedom School is not ideal in 
their community. Introducing youth to their ability to find answers to issues that are 
relevant to their lives is a valuable resource in engaging youth, as proven by SNCC 
Freedom Schools in 1964. As a practitioner I have noticed that at times young people 
struggle with becoming empowered as leaders and often underutilize their natural 
abilities. For instance there are black youth that have trouble grasping various societal 
themes, such as being able to recognize their lived experiences with institutional versus 
individual racism.228
 
  As after school programs are often the aforementioned bridge 
between school and home, it is important to stimulate inquiry that can develop a sense of 
awareness that forms political and social responsibility. Utilizing the flexibility in 
scheduling after school programs offer, the questioning method can encourage youth to 
engage in social action in their out-of-school time. Also, as the SNCC Freedom Schools 
sought to engender the attitude that anything can be challenged, the use of questioning 
may influence the youth to seek critical inquiry throughout their lives. Here we find that 
there is also potential for leadership to be recycled when the youth engaged in the 
questioning method begin to teach what they have learned to other youth who are 
interested in working for change. 
                                                 
228 Philomena Essed, “Everyday Racism: A New Approach to the Study of Racism” in Race Critical 
Theories: Text and Context, ed. Philomena Essed and Theo Goldberg (Boston, MA: Blackwell, 2002), 178.  
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Recommendation # 3 
The third recommendation for practitioners is related to the use of similar paths to 
promoting African American youth leadership that relate to some of the empowerment 
strategies employed by SNCC. In essence, this recommendation invites programming that 
speaks to the spirit of identifying problems and then acting with a sense of purpose to 
build up the capacity of youth to function at a higher standard. An example of a related 
initiative that offers similar solutions can be found in SNCC leader Bob Moses’s linking 
of math and science literacy to the struggle for racial equality in the current technology 
age.229 Utilizing the example of Freedom Summer, and the organizing tactics SNCC 
used, Moses’ youth program named the Algebra Project seeks to protect the fundamental 
right to quality education many black youth are still not being afforded.230
                                                 
229 Robert Moses and Charles Cobb, Radical Equations: Civil Rights from Mississippi to the  
 With programs 
in over two hundred schools across the country, the Algebra Project builds upon the civil 
rights work of the 1960s aimed at the fundamental right to vote. It is similar in theory, but 
unique in reference to the use of math and science literacy in an increasingly 
technological-based society for the underserved as the rally point for activism.  Out of the 
Algebra Project, we find the Young People’s Project, and after school based program that 
recruits and develops young people as advocates, students, workers, and community 
activists within the framework of math and science literacy. The type of large scale and 
reform to the public educational system the Algebra and Young People’s Project 
promotes is encouraging to how to transform unequal education systems. 
Algebra Project (Boston: Beacon Press, 2002). 
230 Lisa Delpit et al. Quality Education as a Constitutional Right: Creating a Grassroots Movement to 
Transform Public Schools (Boston: Beacon Press, 2010).  
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If this is the case, changing public education systems in communities where African 
American youth will benefit from community based educational reform would benefit 
from After School programs that support such sustained change. This line of thought 
speaks to my own professional practice in directing after school programming for 
underserved youth. The basic premise of this recommendation is for practitioners to use 
innovative thinking to identify issues, and then to take action by using the SNCC 
organizing tradition if youth are not yet at capacity to take over the struggle. 
Summary 
In his book titled SNCC, the New Abolitionists, Howard Zinn said of SNCC that, 
They are not playing; it is no casual act of defiance, no irresponsible whim of 
adolescence, when people of sixteen or twenty or twenty five turn away from 
school, job, family, all the tokens of success in modern America, to take up new 
lives, hungry and hunted, in the hinterland of the Deep South.231
 
 
This short passage invokes a feeling in me that I should question my own resolve on a 
daily basis and challenge myself to be as dedicated as the members of SNCC were to 
removing unequal barriers.  
My own first real connection to SNCC was my initial contact with Freedom 
Schools as a CDF Freedom Schools site supervisor in my second hometown, Detroit, 
Michigan (the first is Dayton, Ohio) in 1996. I had just graduated from college and the 
experience, which preceded my leaving for another connection to the idealism of the 
1960s, Peace Corps, by nine months, has always been a bright spot in my mind. The time 
spent on the Haley Farm, not far from Highlander, where I have also been lucky enough 
to work in short consistent stints since 2009, was one of the best memories of my 
twenties as I attended the Ella Baker Child Policy Institute.  
                                                 
231 Howard Zinn, SNCC, Student Non Violent Coordinating Committee: The New Abolitionists (Boston: 
Beacon Hill, 1965), 5.  
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My intention in attempting to tell a story about Freedom Schools has been 
connected to my own way of learning and understanding it as a significant, but under-
represented portion of Civil Rights Movement history. This is a subject that I have 
focused on since beginning my studies at Antioch, and with much support and guidance I 
feel like I have given it my best efforts. At some point, this process will be over, but the 
interest in connecting to this poignant subject in American history seems to have 
awakened my mind even more.  
My views are associated with identifying my own history of being an African 
American youth in an urban environment. I was in many cases surrounded by a host of 
negative pathways that were illuminated by others’ bad decisions, and I have had peers 
become incarcerated or murdered in a society that in my opinion failed them. A fear of 
going down the wrong path was instilled in me along with solid values and a moralistic 
altruism that sometimes eluded me, but was never fully absent.  
The self-knowledge and empowerment I maintain however can be elusive to 
many African American youth without the support system that I had. I recognize this as 
my motivation for working with youth of all races in disparate situations, but I also work 
very hard as the architect and director of a mentoring program for adolescent black 
males. My hope for this dissertation is that it becomes a lasting pathway for further 
research into examples of leadership from the history of the Civil Rights Movement. The 
members of SNCC helped to open the doors to a new consciousness in America, one that 
fearlessly continued in the face of uncertainty. Girded by their efforts, I will always 
recommit myself to continuing to improve as a leader, scholar, and change agent, and 
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offer what I have learned to promote positive growth. I do this with Faith, Hope, and 
Love…Amen. 





























Participant Consent for Interview on research into the influence of the Student Non 
Violent Coordinating Committee’s Freedom Schools on contemporary youth 
leadership programming models 
 
You have been asked to participate in research conducted by Leslie K. Etienne a 
doctoral student in the Leadership and Organizational Change program at Antioch 
University, Yellow Springs, Ohio.  
 
This research involves the study of your experiences with the Freedom Schools as 
a program model or curriculum. 
 
The study involves conversational interviews which will be conducted between 
the dates of __________________________ and shall last no more than 1-2 hours. The 
interview will be taped and later transcribed and notes will be taken by the interviewer. 
Once the interview is completed, upon your request I will share a copy of with you for 
your review.  Also once the full dissertation is complete, I will share the final product 
with you upon request. With your approval, and if your schedule allows, I would also 
hope that the possibility of follow up interviews might be possible. 
 
 Your name will be used unless you do not feel comfortable revealing your 
identity. You will also have the opportunity to remove any quotations from the interview.  
In addition, all related research materials including the Informed Consent Form will be 
kept in a secure case and file cabinet. This project is based on my research which will 
lead to the completion of my dissertation on the subject. Upon your approval, and only 
upon your approval, material from these interviews will possibly be incorporated into 
possible future work in the area. 
 
My hope is to gain insight from the interview with you on how you see your 
experiences in The Student Non Violent Coordinating Committee for wider use as a  
model for contemporary youth programming. You may withdraw from this study at any 
time (either during or after the interview) without negative consequences. Should you 
withdraw, your data will be eliminated from the study. 
 
There is no financial remuneration for participating in this study. 
There is no risk of you or anyone being harmed by participating in this process 
 
If you have any questions about any aspect of this study or your involvement, 
please contact: 
Lisa Kreeger, Ph.D. 
Chair, Institutional Review Board 
Ph.D. in Leadership & Change 
150 E. South College Road 
Yellow Springs, OH 45387 
kreegerl@phd.antioch.edu 






Interview Questions for Mr. Charles Cobb 
1. What is the history of Freedom Schools as you knew it when you proposed 
their use in Freedom Summer? 
2. What were the conditions in America as you saw them that influenced the 
establishment of Freedom Schools?  
3. How did you and your colleagues come up with the principles of Freedom 
Schools?  
4. Why were the Freedom Schools successful in your opinion?  
5. How and why did the Freedom Schools that the SNCC established cease to 
exist?  
6. What was their legacy to contemporary African American youth issues? 
7. Is the use of Freedom School model/curriculum relevant for the youth of 
today?  















Interview Questions for Staughton Lynd and Sandra Adickes 
 
1. What is the history of Freedom Schools as you knew it and how did you come 
to be involved? 
2. What were the conditions in America as you saw them,that influenced the 
establishment of Freedom Schools?  
3. How did you and your colleagues come up with the principles of Freedom 
Schools?  
4. Why were the Freedom Schools successful in your opinion?  
5. How and why did the Freedom Schools that the SNCC established cease to 
exist?  
6. What would you consider to be their legacy in reference to contemporary 
African American youth issues? 
7. Is the use of Freedom School model/curriculum relevant for African 
American youth of today?  
8. Would you advocate for further use of Freedom Schools as a tool for After 
















Practitioner Dissertation Interviews 
(Chris Myers Asch, Mia Henry, and Marian David) 
 
1. What is the history of Freedom Schools as you knew it? 
2. What were the conditions in America that influenced the establishment of 
Freedom Schools and would you consider issues African American youth of 
today face to be similar at least in theory? 
3. Why were the Freedom Schools successful in your opinion?  
4. What would you consider to be their legacy in reference to contemporary 
African American youth issues? 
5. Is the use of Freedom School model/curriculum relevant for African 
American youth of today?  
6. Would you advocate for further use of Freedom Schools as a tool for After 





































































































































































1. The leader must always be aware of his role: that he is, on the one hand, only the 
leader and not 
the dominant participant, and, on the other hand, that he is in fact the leader and 
responsible for 
providing direction and keeping the discussion going. 2. The use of questions is probably 
the best way to start and keep a discussion going. The questions should be: a. simple and 
clearly phrased b. in language understood by the discussants. c. not answerable by “yes” 
or “no”. 3. The best types of questions fall into three categories: a. Those investigating 
emotional response (e.g., how did you feel when? Or how would you feel if?) b. Those 
investigating motivation (e.g., why did you feel that way? Why would you do? that? Why 
do you think that?, etc.) c. Those in response to others’ reactions (e.g., what do you think 
about what Bob said?) 4. The physical arrangements can affect the quality of discussion. 
The best arrangement has everyone in view of everyone else. The leader then stands to 
introduce a visual aid so that it is visible to all. 5. The leader should be careful to be 
adroit at keeping the discussion on the track. 6. The leader should occasionally 
summarize what has been said: a. to provide continued direction. b. to provide smooth 
transitions from one major topic to another. c. to emphasize important points (and by 
exclusion to de-emphasize irrelevant points). d. to re-stimulate the group if discussion has 
lagged. 7. The leader should encourage participation by everyone. Some techniques for 
this are: a. direct question to silent participants (do not press if they continue to be 
reticent). b. use of small groups with the usually silent members as reporters. c. praise 
when the usually silent members participate. d. relating topics to their personal interests 
and experiences. e. re-stating inarticulate statements for them (e.g., Do you mean? etc.) 
8. The leader should be sensitive to lagging interests and overextended attention spans. 
(The form of activity can be changed after a brief summary of the discussion to that 
point. A change of activity form is often restful—particularly when it requires some 
physical movement, such as breaking one large group into smaller groups scattered 
throughout the room, or putting review in 
the form of a TV quiz game, or asking that a particular point be dramatized, or a picture 
drawn, 
etc.) 9. The leader should have all resource materials, visual aids, etc., at hand. 10. The 
leader should always leave time for the students to ask him questions. 11. The leader 
should be willing to share his experiences and feelings, too. 12. The leader should not 
insist that words be pronounced in any particular way. Respect regional variations (e.g., 
Southern pronunciation of “bomb” is typically “bum”). The basic point is 
communication—if it gets the idea across it is good. 13. The leader should not be 
critical—particularly at the start. For many of the students, JUST BEING ABLE TO 
VERBALIZE IN THIS SITUATION IS PROGRESS that can easily be 
inhibited by a disapproving remark or facial expression. 14. Learn the students’ slang. It 
can often be used to ease tensions or to express tones of feeling and certain meanings 
more succinctly than more academic language. 15. Protect students  from each other’s 
verbal attacks and downgrading (ranking, etc.)—particularly the slower or less articulate 
students 
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